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Abstract
Karen Vaughan
THE COUNTERSTORIES OF BLACK WOMEN AT COMMUNITY COLLEGES:
UNDERSTANDING HOW CO-CURRICULAR INVOLVEMENT HELPS THEM TO
PERSIST
2021-2022
Monica Reid Kerrigan, Ed.D.
Doctor of Education
The purpose of this qualitative research study was to add the voices and counter-stories of
five Black women who attend community colleges to the discourse and literature
concerning their co-curricular involvement experiences and persistence. I used critical
race theory (CRT) as the theoretical framework to understand how involvement in cocurricular activities helps Black women at community colleges create support systems
that allow them to overcome oppression and other forms of subordination and persist.
Most studies that examine this phenomenon tend to use seminal student involvement
theories that fail to account for the nuanced experiences and subordinate intersecting
identities that Black women at community colleges occupy. My participants shared their
counter-stories during interviews. The data was analyzed, interpreted, and presented
using concepts of narrative inquiry and critical race counter-storytelling, which informed
the methodological approach of my study. The findings from this research study
indicated that despite a lack of formal institutional programs and support structures at
community colleges, Black women were able to persist. They created peer support
systems, made deep and meaningful connections with faculty and staff advisors and
mentors, and accessed resources through their co-curricular activities. Further, the
findings from this research study suggest implications for policy and praxis regarding the
influence of co-curricular involvement experiences on persistence for Black women.
v
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Chapter 1
The Researcher’s Counterstory
On January 6, 1986, my family and I migrated from Guyana, South America, to
the United States in search of a better life and educational opportunities. We moved into a
two-family house owned by my great-aunt and her family in Crown Heights, Brooklyn.
Six of us lived on the first floor of the house in an apartment with two bedrooms, a small
kitchen, a living room, and a bathroom. The second floor and basement apartments
housed other family members and their families. The Brooklyn neighborhood I grew up
in had crime and drugs. I recall being warned by my parents never to venture to the left of
our house because it was a prime gathering spot in the neighborhood for drug dealers. As
a result, the sounds of police sirens and gunshots waking us out of our sleep were a
regular part of our lives, as were the iron bars on our windows and the sight of people
that looked like us, strung out on crack cocaine and begging for money on the street.
We soon discovered that our school zone was no better than our neighborhood.
Nevertheless, my parents constantly reminded us that we were here in America to go to
college eventually. America offered us opportunities that were non-existent back home in
Guyana. However, my parents needed to find a way for us to gain access to better K-12
schools. They ultimately ended up using my uncle's address so that we could attend
public schools in a different zone and better neighborhood. Attending a school outside of
your zone was against the rules. However, they took the risk, and my brother, sister, and I
traveled on the New York City transit bus every day for about an hour going to and from
school. Although the high school I attended was significantly better than the one in my
neighborhood, it still was not on par with some of the other high schools in Brooklyn.
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Despite the lack of resources in the school, I excelled academically and was ranked third
in my graduating class of 450 students. During my time there, I do not recall any colleges
coming to visit my school to recruit students or to talk to us about attending college. Our
guidance counselors were also not focused on pushing college attendance as an option
either. However, this did not deter me because I knew that attending college was my goal.
My parents had little knowledge about the college application process, so I had to
figure it out. I spent hours at the Public Library in Brooklyn researching schools and
sending out postcards requesting applications because my neighborhood library did not
have information on the types of colleges I wanted to attend. Syracuse University was my
top choice; however, when I discussed applying with my guidance counselor, he
suggested that I only apply to the City of New York (CUNY) and State University of
New York (SUNY) schools. I still applied to Syracuse University and was accepted.
However, when my parents saw the tuition and room and board costs, they told me that
we could not afford it. I was devastated and prepared myself mentally to attend one of the
SUNY schools I was accepted into. During the summer before leaving for college, I was
awarded an $8,000 Governor of New York Scholastic Achievement scholarship for four
years. I was overjoyed because it allowed me to attend the school of my choice.
When I arrived at Syracuse University, I had no idea what to expect. I never
visited the campus or toured any college campus in my life. My parents never attended
college, and my uncles had all joined the military to afford to go to college. As a firstgeneration college student and an immigrant, there was no one in my family that I could
lean on for advice on navigating an institution of higher education. I was only living in
America for three years and needed to make another significant transition in my life. I felt
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out of place at Syracuse University. My high school was filled with students of color
from the Caribbean or of Caribbean descent. Instead, I encountered the unfamiliar faces
of White students, who came from different socioeconomic backgrounds and had
different experiences than the ones I had. I was not ready to transition to college,
especially a predominantly White institution.
My family had always been a source of support for me. I missed their daily
presence and the comfort and familiarity of my neighborhood and community. I wanted
to leave college and return home, but I feared that my parents would be disappointed in
me and that all their sacrifices would have been in vain. I also knew that my younger
brother and sister were looking up to me and that my parents expected me to set a good
example for them. Early on in my first year, I came to realize that my parents' hopes and
dreams of a better life for our family were riding on me, making it through college
successfully. However, I could not see myself disconnecting from my community and
family and completely assimilating into the social and academic cultures of the
institution.
For the first time in my life, I also felt academically underprepared. I recalled
getting D's in both my philosophy and economics classes and, at one point, almost failing
my math class. However, without knowing how to navigate college, I never sought out
any support from faculty or other resources on campus. Socially, I did not fit in with the
people in my residence hall or my classes. Often, I was the only person of color in my
class. I had no idea how to find a space in which I could thrive. This changed during my
second year after I enrolled in my first African American studies class. My professor was
an older Black man, and my class had other African American and Latino(a) students. I
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made friends with a few students in my class, and they invited me to join the Caribbean
Students Association and the Back Students Association on campus. I met other students
from the Caribbean who had similar tastes in food and music and were from similar
neighborhoods and backgrounds. These classrooms and social spaces were supportive
and provided me with opportunities to be my authentic self. I could even speak with my
Guyanese accent without feeling out of place or judged. Some of my new friends were
also a part of the Higher Education Opportunity Program (HEOP) program. They knew
about resources like free tutors and African American administrators who would advise
and support students of color. During my second year, I formed a small but close-knit
friend group and developed an extended group of acquaintances. We supported each
other through the challenges, disappointments, and triumphs that come with being a
Black woman on a predominantly White college campus. Together we thrived, persisted,
and ultimately earned our undergraduate degrees. We built strong bonds and friendships,
and through our shared lived experiences, our lives became connected forever.
These lived experiences, coupled with my professional experiences working with
students of color at a community college, helped shape my research interests. My
experiences as an immigrant growing up in a low-income, urban neighborhood and the
marginalization I experienced as a Black girl from the Caribbean on a predominantly
White college campus fueled my interest in understanding the co-curricular involvement
experiences of Black women at community colleges. The intersectionality of my racial,
gender, ethnic, first-generation, socioeconomic, and immigrant identities influenced my
interest in understanding how Black women at community colleges overcome
marginalization, oppression, and subordination because of their intersecting identities.
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Further, I drew on my lived experiences as I sought to understand how the co-curricular
involvement experiences of Black women at community colleges, as shared through their
counter-stories, help them to persist.
Background of the Research Study
For many young people, the decision to attend college can have far-reaching
implications for their lives and future. With the national college completion agenda
shifting from access to success, this issue has become an important higher education
agenda item for policymakers, higher education leaders, parents, and students
(Sutherland, 2011). However, many students do not persist and graduate college. This is
partly due to higher education institutions and practitioners' assumptions about students.
Most institutions still envision today's typical college student as a recent high school
graduate who is 18 to 21 years old (Association of American Colleges and Universities
[AAC&U], 2018; Lumina Foundation, 2018). Subsequently, antiquated institutional
policies and practices developed based on these outdated assumptions no longer
adequately support students' academic success. In reality, 37% of college students are 25
years or older, 46% are first-generation students, and 9% are first-generation immigrant
students (AAC&U, 2018; Kasper, 2003; Renn & Reason, 2013; Lumina Foundations,
2018). Today, 42% of all college students are students of color, 64% work, and 40%
work full time while enrolled in college (AAC&U, 2018; Renn & Reason, 2013; Lumina
Foundation, 2018; Renn & Reason, 2013).
College students also face other barriers to persistence, including poverty,
housing, and food insecurity (AAC&U, 2018; Lumina Foundation, 2018). AAC&U
(2018), 36% of students reportedly have experienced food insecurity, and 9% reported

5

being homeless within the last year. The AAC&U (2018) also reported that 31% of
students come from families at or below the Federal Poverty Guideline, and 53% are two
times below the poverty level. Only 11% of young adults from low-income families earn
a bachelor's degree by age 24 compared to 58% of their peers from higher-income
families (Lumina Foundation, 2018). A significant number of students also juggle the
demands of parenting and other challenges. Today, 4.8 million college students are
raising children, and almost 50% of Black women enrolled in undergraduate programs
are parents compared to 29% of their White peers (AAC&U, 2018; Institute for Women's
Policy Research, 2014; Renn & reason, 2013). Students who are parents are also more
likely to come from low-income families and incur higher levels of debt if they complete
college (Institute for Women's Policy Research, 2014; Renn & Reason, 2013). Many
students of color, including Black women, come to higher education institutions with
several of these characteristics and other nuanced, individual experiences that impact
their ability to persist and complete their academic programs. For some, these
characteristics also influence their college choices.
Community colleges have become a viable pathway for Black students to enter
higher education. According to the American Association of Community Colleges
(AACC, 2019), in fall 2018, 46% of all students enrolled at community colleges for
credit were White, 13% were Black, and 25% were Hispanic. Women accounted for 56%
of the students enrolled, and 46% were men (AACC, 2019). Today, earning a college
degree is critical to gaining the knowledge and skills necessary for young adults to
compete in a growing global economy and provide better opportunities for them and their
families. College graduates are more successful in the labor market and earn twice as
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much as their peers who stop their formal education after high school (Brock, 2010).
College completion also provides additional benefits to individuals, including better
health than those who only have a high school diploma (Brock, 2010). Furthermore, it
promotes civic engagement and positively impacts voting (Brock, 2010). In addition,
individuals who earn college degrees consume fewer public services, commit fewer
crimes, and contribute more to the nation's economic growth (Brock, 2010; The Pell
Institute, 2004). Further, having a highly skilled and college-educated workforce benefits
the United States. It allows the country to maintain its international position as an
economic powerhouse (Alliance for Excellent Education, 2013).
For Black women, attaining a college degree represents access to better career
opportunities, better healthcare, a pathway out of poverty, food, housing insecurity, and
overall, a better life. The benefits of earning a college degree have long-term
intergenerational implications for Black women, their families, and communities.
Considering that many Black women come to higher education with several
characteristics mentioned above and other challenges, community colleges have become
a pathway to accessing higher education for this student population. Their open-access
policies, affordable tuition, and multiple academic missions offer many Black women
who otherwise would not attend college a chance at earning a post-secondary degree
(Walpole et al., 2014). However, after enrolling in college, many do not persist and
complete their academic programs (Confer & Somers, 2001; Grimes & David, 1999;
Nakajima et al., 2012; Walpole et al., 2014). College completion data for community
colleges indicate a significant disparity between Black women and their White peers
regarding degree attainment (National Center for Educational Statistics [NCES], 2018).
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According to the NCES (2018), 58% of all White women who enrolled in community
colleges earned an associate degree during the 2014-2015 academic year compared to
only 14.9% of Black women. The growing disparity in college completion rates for Black
women compared to their White peers continue to have significant and far-reaching
implications for this student population.
The nation has shifted its focus from college access to student success in recent
years. As a result, higher education institutions have increasingly paid attention to how
student involvement in co-curricular activities outside of the classroom can improve
persistence and college completion for students (Hu, 2011). There is an expansive body
of research that argued that there is a positive relationship between academic success and
student engagement for all students (Astin, 1984; 1993; Fischer, 2007; Hu, 2011; Kuh,
2009; Mayhew. et al., 2016; Tinto, 1975, 1987, 1993). Further, Rendon (1994)
specifically suggested that social integration is important for community college students'
retention and pointed out that not all students can get involved easily for several reasons,
including student-related and institutional barriers. Black women enrolled in community
colleges may experience individual and institutional barriers that influence their ability to
take full advantage of their academic and social learning community. Therefore,
additional information is needed to understand how the relationship between cocurricular involvement and college persistence applies to them. Examining this
relationship using critical race counter-storytelling and through the lens of Critical Race
Theory (CRT) gives voice to the experiences of Black women at community colleges and
may help to dispel the assumptions about their co-curricular involvement practices.
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Studies that examined how co-curricular involvement helps Black women at
community colleges to persist tend to use quantitative methodologies or employ
traditional, majoritarian theories and frameworks that do not fully capture the individual
stories of Black women. These majoritarian theories and frameworks were created based
on the experiences of White, male, traditional-aged college students enrolled at four-year
institutions. Subsequently, when higher education leaders, practitioners, and institutions
use these deficit theories and frameworks to understand the co-curricular experiences of
Black women at community colleges, it reinforces the application of institutional policies
that are based on assumptions about Black women, which are not grounded in their
reality. It is also essential to consider the differences between the institutional missions,
environmental characteristics, and student populations served by community colleges and
four-year institutions. Subsequently, understanding the co-curricular experiences of Black
women at community colleges through their counterstories is paramount when examining
how involvement may help them to succeed academically.
The realities and lived experiences of Black women enrolled in community
colleges are also shaped by incidents that occur in their communities and across the
nation. On May 25, 2020, a Black man named George Floyd was murdered by a White
Minneapolis Minnesota police officer while being arrested. George Floyd’s murder
triggered a period of unrest, riots, and peaceful protests against police violence and racial
injustice against African Americans and people of color, in the United States and around
the world. A few months earlier, a young unarmed African American woman, Breonna
Taylor was killed by police in Louisville, Kentucky. Specifically, these incidents in 2020
and the period immediately following, served as backdrop and context for this research
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study. They also influenced the counterstories and experiential realities of the Black
women in this study and may have implications for examining and understanding their
co-curricular involvement experiences and academic success.
Purpose Statement
The purpose of this qualitative research study was to use Critical Race Theory and
critical race counter-storytelling to understand how involvement in co-curricular
activities may help Black women at community colleges to persist. Further, this study
sought to understand how co-curricular involvement may help Black women at
community colleges create support systems to respond to and overcome institutional
forms of oppression and subordination, which helps them persist.
Prior research findings have established that Black students enrolled in
community colleges face many challenges that serve as barriers to their academic
success, which result in them dropping out and not completing their academic programs
(Crisp & Nora, 2010; Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Greene et al., 2008; Malcolm, 2013; McNairy,
1996; Nakajima et al., 2012; Walpole et al., 2014). A significant amount of research that
examined the factors that may influence persistence for Black women at community
colleges used deficit-informed theories that were not designed based on the experiences
and characteristics of this student population (Bensimon, 2007; Harper et al., 2018;
Museus, 2014; Patton et al., 2015; Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002; Yosso, 2006).
Subsequently, this research study used a qualitative research method and critical race
counter-storytelling to examine this phenomenon because the voices and stories of Black
women at community colleges are often silenced and omitted from the academy. The
counter-stories of Black women are thick and rich and can provide important information
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about their co-curricular experiences at community colleges. These stories challenge
majoritarian theories, oppose institutional beliefs, and empower us to take action
(Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002). The lived experiences and counter-stories of Black
women's co-curricular experiences at community colleges can inform higher education
praxis and policies to affect real change.
Research Questions
The following research questions guided this study.
1. What are the co-curricular involvement experiences of Black women at
community colleges?
2. How do co-curricular experiences help Black women at community colleges to
persist?
3. How does co-curricular involvement help Black women at community colleges
create support systems that help them overcome oppression and other forms of
subordination?
Research Design and Framework
I used a qualitative methodology and critical race counter-storytelling to
understand the co-curricular experiences of Black women at community colleges.
Further, I used Critical Race Theory as a theoretical framework and lens for accurately
capturing, analyzing, interpreting, and sharing the co-curricular experiences of Black
women relative to their persistence. Critical Race Theory was developed in response to
the failure of critical legal studies to address the effects of race and racism in the judicial
system in America (Bell, 1995; Capper, 2015; Delgado & Stefancic, 2014; Patton, 2016).
CRT directly focuses on race and racism and their impact and effect on marginalized
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people in society while addressing the hegemonic system of white supremacy (Bell,
1995; Capper, 2015; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Patton, 2016). CRT includes six tenets,
1) permanence of racism; 2) Whiteness as property; 3) counter-storytelling; 4) interest
convergence; 5) critique of liberalism; and 6) intersectionality (Bell, 1995; Capper, 2015;
Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Patton 2016; Taylor 1998). Although CRT was traditionally
used in legal studies, its application as a theoretical and analytical framework in
educational research has expanded significantly. CRT serves as a tool to guide how
educational researchers frame their research questions, design their study, interpret, and
present their research findings (Patton et al., 2015).
Further, CRT provides a valuable framework for scholars to disrupt and
reinterpret dominant approaches to higher education research that have been used
throughout the academy with little to no attention on issues of racism (Patton et al.,
2015). Educational researchers have mainly used counter-storytelling to illuminate and
give voice to marginalized populations in the academy by telling their narratives (Capper,
2015; Harper, 2012; Harper et al., 2018). These counter-stories stand in opposition to the
accepted majoritarian narratives. They aim to cast doubt on the validity of the premises,
myths, and assumptions created by the dominant group in society about the academic
success of marginalized people in our society, including Black women (Capper 2015;
Patton 2016; Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002; Yosso, 2006).
I also used Critical Race Theory as a framework for critiquing Astin's (1984)
theory of student involvement and Tinto's (1975, 1987, 1993) theory of college departure,
both widely regarded and used as seminal theories in higher education for understanding
persistence relative to co-curricular involvement for all students. Patton et al. (2015)
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argued that the most cited student engagement pioneers in higher education are all white,
and they decide which experiences and activities are valued in college students'
experiences. Student engagement pioneers, including Astin and Tinto, were unlikely to be
familiar with the practices and activities that minoritized students engaged in that helped
them persist (Patton et al., 2015). Astin's (1984) theory argued that students' involvement
in college life supported persistence, whereas a lack of involvement contributed to
students' departure from college. Several scholars have identified important limitations to
Astin's (1984, 1993) theory, including that it did not consider the racial and cultural
contexts in which involvement occurred or adequately reflected the experiences of
students of color (Bergen-Cico & Viscomi, 2012; Dowd et al., 2011; Hatch, 2012;
Hurtado, 1994; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Museus, 2014; Museus & Quaye, 2009; Museus
et al., 2017; Tanaka, 2002; Walpole et al., 2014). Further, critiques of Astin's (1984,
1993) theory argued that most of the activities associated with student success were based
on White students' involvement behaviors which are limited when considering the
involvement behaviors for marginalized people in general and specifically for Black
women at community colleges (Dowd et al., 2011, Museus, 2014).
Tinto's theory (1975, 1987, 1993) contended that students improve their chances
of persisting if they successfully integrate socially and academically into their college
environment. Tinto (1975, 1987, 1993) described academic integration as the connection
students make between their intellectual growth and the institution's intellectual
environment and social integration as their ability to fit into the social environment of the
institution. Tinto (1975, 1987, 1993) argued that students who cannot integrate socially
and academically into their college environment often do not persist. However, Tinto's
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(1975, 1987, 1993) theory has several significant limitations, including its application to
understanding the experiences of marginalized students, adult learners, and community
college students relative to their persistence and academic outcomes (Attinasi, 1989;
Cabrera et al., 1992; Crisp & Nora, 2010; Fischer, 2007; Museus, 2014; Museus &
Neville, 2012; Museus & Quaye, 2009; Museus et al., 2018, 2017; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 1991, 1992; Rendon et al., 2000; Tierney, 1992, 1999). Further, Tinto's (1975,
1987, 1993) theory failed to address the role of higher education institutions in students'
success and places the blame for their academic outcomes on the students (Bensimon,
2007; Museus, 2014). This research study used Critical Race Theory and the counterstories of Black women at community colleges to cast doubt on the application of these
seminal theories to solely inform institutional practice and policies and account for the
academic outcomes of Black women at community colleges.
Significance of the Study
Persistence and college completion for Black women enrolled in community
colleges is an important national, higher education agenda item for many key
stakeholders. A growing body of research examined student involvement for women of
color. However, research that uses Critical Race Theory and critical race counter-stories
to understand how involvement in co-curricular activities may help Black women at
community colleges to persist is particularly limited. Exploring and understanding the cocurricular experiential realities of Black women at community colleges raised important
questions about why some students persist, and others do not. The counter-stories of the
women featured in this research study serve as an important contribution to the field and
will help institutional leaders and practitioners alike understand the unique realities of
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Black women's co-curricular experiences at community colleges. Further, this qualitative
research study gave Black women at community colleges a voice and an opportunity to
share their co-curricular involvement experiences and stories.
The findings from this research study can contribute knowledge to educational
research and institutions of higher education by exploring the co-curricular involvement
experiences of Black women at community colleges. These counter-stories can help us
understand the barriers to persistence that racially marginalized students encounter.
Further, they can challenge the use of majoritarian narratives to account for the low
attrition rates of Black women at community colleges. Finally, the findings from this
study may inform institutional practices and programs that promote co-curricular
involvement and support persistence for Black women at community colleges.
Assumptions
Historically, persistence and college completion for African American women at
community colleges have been low compared to their White peers. Therefore, based on
the research literature regarding this student population at community colleges, in this
study, I held the following assumptions:
1. Black women at community colleges will continue to persist at lower rates than
their White peers, if nothing changes.
2. Their lived experiences partially influenced persistence for Black women at
community colleges in social, co-curricular, and academic spaces.
3. Community colleges' campus climate, institutional practices, and policies
influenced Black women's persistence.

15

Limitations
This research study aimed to understand the factors that assist Black women at
community colleges to persist and complete their degrees. Therefore, it was limited to
women who self-identified as Black or African American and were enrolled in an
associate degree or certificate program at a community college. Participants were also
limited to students who met the above criteria and were involved in a student club,
organization, or actively engaged in other types of co-curricular or social activities on
campus. Finally, the research study was limited to community colleges because the
student population demographics of these institutions met the criteria of the research
study and allowed me to have access to the student population I was interested in
studying. Although persistence and college completion for all racial and ethnic minority
student populations, including Latino(a) women and men, Black/African American men,
and students enrolled in all types of higher education institutions, is a growing concern
for higher education leaders, this study only examined this phenomenon as it relates to
Black women at community colleges.
Definition of Terms
The following definitions were used to ensure uniformity of terms and
understanding for the reader:
Black woman - a woman of African descent and who self-identifies as having origins
from any Black racial group.
Community college - a two-year post-secondary institution that offers various levels of
instruction and adapts to the community's needs.
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Completion - was defined as attaining an associate degree or certificate and or
transferring to a four-year institution.
Co-Curricular - activities outside of the classroom not related to academic coursework.
Engagement - was defined as having connections with peers, faculty, or staff while
enrolled at a community college.
Involvement - was defined as participating in activities outside the classroom, including
student clubs, programs, and campus events.
Persistence - enrollment of individuals over time. Enrollment may or may not be
continuous and may or may not result in degree completion (Tinto, 2006).
Success - was defined as progressing from one academic semester to the next.
Organization of the Dissertation
This research study on understanding how co-curricular involvement helps Black
women at community colleges to persist includes the following chapters:
Chapter 1 included an introduction to the research study, the background of the
study, statement of the research problem, research purpose, research questions,
significance of the research study, assumptions, and definition of terms.
Chapter 2 provided an in-depth and comprehensive review of the literature on
Black women at community college and their academic and co-curricular experiences
concerning their persistence. This chapter also introduced and critiqued Astin's (1984)
theory of involvement and Tinto's theory of college departure, which are widely used in
higher education research and practice to frame and understand college students'
persistence and completion relative to involvement. It also discussed the theoretical
framework that grounded this research study, Critical Race Theory focusing specifically
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on the tenet of counter-storytelling. In addition, it addressed the importance of using CRT
to challenge and counter the majoritarian narratives created by the dominant group in
society that accounts for the disparity in academic outcomes for Black women in
community colleges relative to their White peers.
Chapter 3 presented an overview of qualitative research and an introduction to
critical race methodology and counter-storytelling. It also discussed the significance of
counter-storytelling and qualitative research as the methodological approach for this
study. This chapter also presented the researcher's worldview and an in-depth description
of the research design, including the setting, selection of research participants, sampling
design, data sources, and methods for collecting and analyzing the data. Finally, it
discussed methods for establishing validity and trustworthiness, limitations of the
research study, ethical considerations, and an estimated timeline for conducting the study.
Chapter 4 presented the research findings and counter-stories of the research
participants and discussed the themes that emerged from the data.
Chapter 5 included the discussion of the research findings and answered the three
research questions that guided this study. In addition, it addressed implications for policy,
practice/leadership and research, and limitations of the study. Finally, it offered
recommendations and concluding remarks.
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Chapter 2
Review of the Literature
This chapter presented a thorough review of the literature associated with my
research study. I began with a brief history of community colleges, followed by a
discussion of the factors that influence college persistence for marginalized students,
including students' characteristics, students' social and academic experiences, and
institutional environmental factors. I also discussed two seminal theories traditionally
used to study and explain college students' involvement relative to persistence. First, I
defined student involvement using Astin's (1983, 1994) student involvement theory as a
framework for this definition, followed by a critique of the theory. Second, I discussed
Tinto's (1975, 1987, 1993) theory of college departure and critiqued its use as a
foundational theory for understanding the co-curricular involvement experiences and
academic outcomes for Black women at community colleges. Lastly, I introduced Critical
Race Theory as my theoretical framework. I explained why CRT and critical race
counter-storytelling was an appropriate lens for understanding how co-curricular
involvement helps Black women at community colleges to persist.
The review of the existing literature on the relationship between co-curricular
involvement and college persistence for Black women at community colleges presented
in this chapter also served as a source of data for my research study. In studies that use
critical race methodology and critical race counter-storytelling, the review of the existing
literature on the topic is an important data source for identifying common themes,
patterns, and concepts and drawing connections between data collected from other
sources and the literature (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002; Yosso, 2006).

19

History of Community Colleges
Historically, community colleges have provided a gateway to opportunity for
many young people who otherwise may not have access to post-secondary education
(Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Kasper, 2003). Community colleges were created to serve multiple
needs of their residents and communities. Their open-access policies, affordable tuition,
and multiple academic missions prepare high school students for delayed entry into fouryear institutions, provide life-long learning and educational opportunities for adult
students, workforce, and vocational training (Beach, 2011; Cohen et al., 2014; Mellow,
2000; Vaughan, 1982). Several historical occurrences influenced the community college
system. These occurrences included World War II, the demand for a technically trained
workforce, the Morrill Act of 1862, and the second Morrill Act of 1890, which paved the
way for the development of junior colleges and the GI Bill of Rights in 1944, which
established the federal financial aid program in the United States (Beach, 2011; Mellow,
2000; Vaughan, 1982). In the 1960s, American society started to embrace the concept
and belief that access to post-secondary education was a right for all students and not just
a privilege for some (Mellow, 2000; Vaughan, 1982). Today, community colleges serve
as a primary entry point into higher education for underserved populations, including
Black women.
Today community colleges continue to provide access to post-secondary
education for millions of Americans from many student populations, including
racial/ethnic minorities, low-income students, first-generation college students, recent
immigrants, and adult learners (Malcolm, 2013). In 1976, the National Council for
Education Statistics (NCES) began disaggregating enrollment data by race and ethnicity
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(Malcolm, 2013). Combined, African Americans, Latinas/os, Asian/Pacific Islanders, and
Native Americans comprised a total of 19.6% of all community college students enrolled
nationally (NCES, 2010). In fall 2018, 45% of all students enrolled at community
colleges for credit were White, and Black students were 13% (AACC, 2018). Black
student enrollment at community colleges has increased as these institutions have become
a critical pathway for this population to access higher education and earn associate and
bachelor's degrees (Strayhorn & Johnson, 2014). However, increased enrollment by
Black students in community colleges has not necessarily yielded comparable results as
indicated by the disparity in their persistence and completion rates compared to their
White peers. For example, in 2014, 70% of White students earned an associate degree
compared to 14% of Black (NCES, 2018).
College Persistence
Defining College Persistence
The most basic definition of college student persistence is "a student who enrolls
in college and remains enrolled until degree completion" is considered a college persister.
In contrast, a student who enrolls leaves college and never completes a degree is viewed
as a non-persister (Hagedorn, 2012, p. 81). Reason (2009) also referred to persistence as
an individual student-level measurement of progress toward goal attainment. The terms
persistence and retention are often used interchangeably; however, it is essential to note
that persistence is a student-level measurement term, whereas retention is an institutionallevel measurement term used by higher education institutions (Hagedorn, 2012; Reason,
2009). Essentially, students persist, and institutions retain students. Although this simple
definition of persistence is easily understood, it does not account for the varied paths that
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community students often take to earn their degrees. Therefore, for this study, the term
persistence will be defined as students' maintaining their enrollment in a higher education
institution from one semester to the next.
Factors That Influence College Persistence
Several factors, including students' characteristics, social and academic
experiences in college, and the institutional environment, influenced persistence and
college completion for community college students (Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Walpole et al.,
2014). Community college students are more likely to have different characteristics and
experience other risk factors than their peers who enrolled at four-year institutions.
Several studies showed that specifically, students of color characteristics, including
socioeconomic status, family role, subculture, and quality of pre-college preparation,
influenced how they experience college and their ability to persist (Crisp & Nora, 2010;
Greene et al., 2008; Malcolm, 2013; McNairy, 1996; Nakajima et al., 2012). Groupspecific barriers to persistence and college completion for Black women enrolled in
community colleges included psychological and demographic factors (David et al., 2015;
Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Nakajima et al., 2012; Walpole et al., 2014). These factors
influenced community college students' ability to persist and graduate. However, Black
women often contended with multiple factors that substantially compounded the
challenges and barriers they had to overcome to achieve academic success.
Additional factors like a lack of educational aspirations, knowledge, and
information about navigating college, and access to resources including cultural and
financial capital influenced students of color to enroll in community college at higher
rates (Greene et al., 2008; Malcolm, 2013; Nakajima et al., 2012). However, these factors
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also accounted for increased attrition rates for students of color at community colleges
compared to their White peers (Greene et al., 2008). In addition, delayed post-secondary
enrollment, having a GED, not completing high school, being financially independent,
being a single parent, having dependents other than a spouse, working full-time, and
attending college part-time placed community college students at a disadvantage and
increased their chances of not persisting (David et al., 2015; Greene et al., 2008;
Malcolm, 2013, Nakajima et al., 2012).
Socioeconomic Status. Socioeconomic status was the most prominent risk factor
that influenced persistence for community college students. Students who faced
significant challenges with how to afford a college education tend not to persist (Crisp &
Delgado, 2014; Fischer, 2007; Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Hu & Kuh, 2002; Martin et al., 2014;
Mertes & Hoover, 2014; Pascarella et al., 1986; Steinman et al., 2004). In addition,
students' socioeconomic status often informed how knowledgeable students were about
financial aid and the actual cost associated with earning a college degree (Goldrick-Rab,
2010; Martin et al., 2014; Perna, 2006). For women who attended community college, the
influence of socioeconomic status on persistence and college completion was
compounded by delayed entry into college, minoritized racial and ethnic background,
first-generation student status, family, and childcare responsibilities, and being
underprepared for college (Martin et al., 2014; Strayhorn & Johnson, 2014; Walpole et
al., 2014). Together, these factors often resulted in Black women persisting and
graduating or transferring at significantly lower rates than their counterparts from higher
socioeconomic backgrounds. (Strayhorn & Johnson, 2014; Walpole et al., 2014).
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Student Demographic Factors. Community college students enter the institution
with demographic characteristics that influence their persistence and academic success.
These demographic factors include gender, age, race, and first-generation student status
(Confer & Somers, 2001; Nakajima et al., 2012; Walpole et al., 2014). Several or all
these factors may intersect and place students at a disadvantage regarding academic
success and persistence.
Gender. Several studies examined the influence of gender on community college
students' persistence (Martin et al., 2014, Windham et al., 2014). Windham et al. (2014)
found that gender was a significant predictor of community college student retention. In a
qualitative study conducted by Martin et al. (2014) that examined common characteristics
of community college students who successfully persisted and graduated, the authors
found that women reported that their significant others discouraged them from attending
college, which led to them dropping out. In the same study, other women said their
families influenced them to enroll in college and supported their persistence (Martin et
al., 2014).
Age. Nakajima et al. (2012) contended that age influenced persistence for
community college students and found that older students were more likely to drop out
than their younger peers. Adult women enrolled in community colleges reported that high
levels of stress associated with parenting, financial constraints, and health concerns
influenced their ability to persist and successfully integrate themselves into college
(Bryant, 2001; Steinman et al., 2004). Strayhorn and Johnson (2014) also reported that
age contributed to African American women's persistence at community colleges. This
student population struggled to succeed while juggling multiple external responsibilities
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with the demands of schoolwork. Persistence for adult women enrolled in community
college can be influenced by characteristics and external factors specific to this sub-group
in the population.
First-Generation Status. First-generation college students primarily enrolled in
community colleges (Pascarella et al., 2003) and were often more likely to be members of
ethnic groups, women, and adults (Bean & Metzner, 1985; Frogge & Woods, 2018;
Pascarella et al., 2003). Many first-generation students lacked realistic expectations of the
college experience and an adequate understanding of successfully navigating the college
environment (Frogge & Woods, 2018). In particular, first-generation students of color
often lacked the social and cultural capital necessary to achieve academic success and
persist to completion (Crisp & Nora, 2010; Saenz et al., 2007; Sandoval-Lucero et al.,
2014). Saenz et al. (2007) described the lack of cultural and social capital as a lack of
knowledge about degrees, college persistence, and retention resources. These pre-entry
characteristics contributed to the challenges these students faced and influenced their
persistence and college completion (Sandoval-Lucero et al., 2014; Saenz et al., 2007).
Other studies have found that the impact of parental education level on firstgeneration community college students' academic success places students at a
disadvantage regarding persistence and completion (Gibbons et al., 2019; Quinn et al.,
2019; Graziella & Karen, 2006). Graziella & Karen (2006) found that family's
educational expectations and encouragement may be roadblocks for first-generation
students' adjustment and persistence. Although parents may encourage their children to
attend college and excel academically, their unrealistic expectations coupled with
students' lack of cultural and social capital may add more stress to first-generation
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students' college experience (Crisp & Nora, 2010; Graziella & Karen, 2006; Saenz et al.,
2007; Sandoval-Lucero et al., 2014).
Academic Preparedness. Being academically underprepared or unprepared for
college significantly influenced community college student persistence and success.
Community college students were less likely to be academically prepared for college and
required remediation in reading and mathematics at higher rates than their peers who
attended four-year institutions (David et al., 2013; Greene et al., 2008; Mertes & Hoover,
2014). Students who required remediation also had characteristics like being a member of
a racially minoritized group, the first in their family to attend college, and delayed entry
into college after high school (Crisp & Delgado, 2014; Crisp & Nora, 2010; Mertes &
Hoover, 2014). Black students are more likely to enter community colleges underprepared than their White peers. They, therefore, are twice as likely to require
remediation in at least one course (Greene et al., 2008). In a study conducted by David et
al. (2013) that examined barriers to success for community college students, 67% of
African American students tested into multiple developmental areas compared to only
17% of White students. Students who required remediation in multiple areas were less
likely to persist and expend more effort to achieve the same educational goals as their
peers who are better prepared for college or require remediation in just one area (David et
al., 2013 Greene et al., 2008). Further, these students were less likely to adjust to college
and transfer to a four-year institution than those who did not test into a developmental
course or tested into one developmental area (Crisp & Delgado, 2014; David et al.,
2013).
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Crisp and Nora (2010) reported that remediation negatively influenced persistence
and African American students' success when coupled with previous high school
preparation and parental education level. Similarly, Crisp and Delgado (2014) found that
African American students enrolled at community colleges were more likely to require
some remediation, which decreased their chances of transferring to a four-year
institution. Further, the characteristics of students who required remediation, such as
being a racial minority student or the first in their family to attend college, substantially
increased the risk of students dropping out of college (Crisp & Delgado, 2014; Crisp &
Nora, 2010).
Psychological Factors. Psychological factors that influenced persistence for
community college students, including Black women, were achievement goals and selfefficacy (Barbatis, 2010; David et al., 2015; Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Marti, 2008; Nakajima
et al., 2012; Walpole et al., 2014). According to the NCES (2008), community college
students who enrolled in a formal transfer, associate degree, or certificate program,
attended at least half-time, and planned to transfer to a four-year institution or earn an
associate degree were considered more committed to persisting and completing. Several
other studies also supported the argument that achievement goals were a significant
predictor of community college students' success and persistence (Barbatis, 2010; Martin
et al., 2014; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Nakajima et al., 2012).
Students who had clear achievement goals were more likely to experience a sense
of self-efficacy when working towards attaining those goals and were also more likely to
engage in activities both in and outside the classroom that supported them in meeting
their goals (Barbatis, 2010; Martin et al., 2014; Multon et al., 1991; Nakajima et al.,
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2012). Further, students' motivation and self-empowerment significantly influenced their
academic success and improved persistence chances (Bensimon, 2007; Grimes & David,
1999). Students motivated by their achievement goals were more likely to tap into
support systems at their institutions when they needed to (Bensimon, 2007; Martin et al.,
2014). For example, Multon et al. (1991) found that self-efficacy was a stronger predictor
of academic success for low achieving students than students making normal academic
progress. Students who lacked educational and career goals were more likely to drop out
of community college and fail to complete (Bers & Smith, 1991; Grimes & David, 1999;
Martin et al., 2914; Nakajima et al., 2012).
Institutional Environmental Factors. Several scholars asserted that what
happened to students after they enrolled in college was more important in terms of
explaining persistence than the influence of pre-college variables (Astin 1984, 1993;
Berger & Braxton, 1998: Fischer, 2007; Kuh, 2009; Nakajima et al., 2012; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 1993; Walpole et al., 2014). Environmental factors were any
external variables that influenced student persistence and completion (Nakajima et al.,
2012). These factors were associated with the institution's and students' experiences while
enrolled. Environmental factors may include faculty-student interactions, peer
interactions, campus culture, and climate, organizational structures, extracurricular
activities, involvement in student clubs and organizations, and student services (Astin
1984; David et al., 2013; Kuh, 2009; Marti, 2009; Nakajima et al., 2012; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 1997; Walpole et al., 2014).
Student-Faculty Interactions. Interactions between faculty and students were an
essential part of students' experiences in college as students spend a significant amount of
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their time in the classroom. Research also showed that faculty-student interactions
positively influenced students' persistence and were particularly beneficial to students of
color in terms of their academic achievement and development (Astin, 1984, 1993;
Chang, 2005; Fischer, 2007; Flowers 2004; Kuh, 2009; Museus & Neville, 2012;
Strayhorn & Johnson, 2014; Tinto, 1997). Pascarella and Terenzini (2005) further
contended that faculty-student contact outside the classroom appeared to consistently
promote student persistence, educational aspirations, and degree completion. These
positive interactions helped strengthen the bond between the student and the institution
(Fischer, 2007; Flowers, 2004; Pascarella et al., 1986; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005;
Tinto, 1997). Classrooms also provided students with opportunities to make critical social
and academic connections with faculty and peers, which influenced persistence (Astin,
1984, Chang, 2005, Flowers, 2004; Fischer, 2007; Kuh, 2009; Tinto, 1997). Museus and
Neville (2012) contended that undergraduate students of color who established
connections with faculty and staff who validated their cultural backgrounds and went
above their normal duties to show a high degree of concern, support, and advocacy for
them persisted and had positive academic outcomes. Lundberg et al. (2018) studied the
effects of community college student-faculty interactions and found that minority women
benefited academically from having consistent interactions with faculty. Interactions
involving faculty providing feedback to students, support, and encouragement to work
harder to meet their academic expectations helped improve students' academic success
and persistence (Lundberg et al., 2018).
Peer Interactions. Connecting and interacting with on-campus peers in and
outside the classroom were important components of a student's social and academic
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college experiences. Student interactions with their college peers had a strong positive
effect on leadership development, critical thinking, persistence, and academic success
(Astin, 1984, 1993; Fischer, 2007; Hu & Kuh, 2002; Milem & Berger, 1997; Smith &
Chenoweth, 2015). Quality interactions and relationships with college friends and
campus peers were often positively related to persistence for African American students
(Crisp & Nora, 2015; Fischer, 2007; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Karp et al., 2010; Kiyama
et al., 2015). Kuh (2009) and Hu and Kuh (2002) contended that peers significantly
influenced how students spent their time in college and their level of social engagement
in activities that supported persistence. Smith and Chenoweth (2015) found that minority
students involved in formal and social activities outside the classroom earned higher
grades overall and expanded their formal and informal social connections, contributing to
higher satisfaction levels with their educational experiences. As a result, minority
students were less likely to leave their institutions.
Involvement in Student Clubs and Organizations. Several studies showed that
there is a positive relationship between students' involvement in educationally purposeful
co-curricular activities and their academic success (Astin, 1984, 1993; Fischer, 2007; Hu,
2011; Kuh, 2009; Mayhew et al., 2016; Milem & Berger, 1997; Pascarella & Terenzini,
2005; Tinto, 1993). In addition, academic and social involvement had positive effects on
persistence and graduation, which may have occurred through increased student
commitment to the institution (Astin, 1984, 1993; Fischer, 2007; Hu, 2011; Kuh, 2009;
Mayhew et al., 2016; Milem & Berger, 1997; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 1993).
One way in which students became socially involved on their college campuses is
through student clubs and organizations. Participation in clubs and organizations was

30

positively related to persistence and graduation for African American students (Fischer,
2007; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Mayhew et al., 2016).
Student clubs and organizations provided students with co-curricular
opportunities to problem solve, learn, and practice their leadership skills in safe
environments with faculty and staff advisors (Smith & Chenoweth, 2015). Students also
had opportunities to make meaningful connections and interact with peers, faculty, and
staff outside the classroom (Smith & Chenoweth, 2015). Fischer (2007) examined the
differences in college involvement and outcomes by race/ethnicity using data from the
National Longitudinal Survey of Freshmen of 4,000 first-time students and found that
involvement in formal social activities played a crucial role in the academic success of
African American students. This was especially salient when their backgrounds were less
congruent with the majority on campus. Karp et al. (2008) also found that involvement in
structured social activities was beneficial for community college students. In addition, the
quality and nature of students' social involvement positively influenced student success
and graduation (Astin, 1984; Robbins et al., 2004).
Campus Climate. Campus environment influenced persistence and college
completion, especially for students from racially minoritized groups. Therefore, it was
important to address how racial campus climates, acts of racism and discrimination
against students of color on predominantly White college campuses, in and outside the
classroom, influenced their decision to persist or drop out (Acevedo-Gil & Zuerquera,
2016; Harper et al., 2018; Mertes, 2013, Mertes & Hoover, 2014; Museus, 2014; Museus
et al., 2018, 2017). Racism and discrimination manifested themselves in many ways for
students of color on college campuses. Students' experiences in the classroom have been
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shown to impact their academic outcomes (Harper et al., 2018; Mertes, 2013, Mertes &
Hoover, 2014; Museus, 2014; Museus & Saelua, 2018, 2017; Patton et al., 2015). On
some college campuses, students of color were the only representative of their
racial/ethnic group in classroom environments where faculty either engaged in or
permitted racial microaggressions, racist stereotypes and excluded or devalued diverse
experiences in the curriculum (Patton et al., 2015).
Students experienced other forms of racism and subordination, such as receiving
an unfair grade because of their racial/ethnic identity. They also experienced being
discouraged from pursuing a particular field of study because of their race and
experienced other stressors attributed to their minoritized status (Harper et al., 2018;
Mertes, 2013, Mertes & Hoover, 2014; Museus, 2014; Museus & Saelua, 2018, 2017).
The campus climate, which may have included interpersonal tensions with White
students, influenced African American students' decisions to get involved in campus
activities, successfully adjust to college, and subsequently influenced their persistence
and academic success (Harper et al., 2018; Mertes, 2013, Mertes & Hoover, 2014;
Museus, 2014; Museus & Saelua, 2018, 2017; Patton et al., 2015).
Black Women's Experiences in Higher Education
The experiences of Black women in higher education institutions are nuanced and
different from the experiences of women from other minoritized student populations,
White women, and the experiences of Black men (Crisp & Nora, 2010; Goldrick-Rab,
2010; Greene et al., 2008; Nakajima et al., 2012; Winkle-Wagner, 2015, 2009; Walpole
et al., 2014). For example, according to Winkle-Wagner (2015, 2009), Black women
experienced feelings of isolation, alienation, and culture shock as they navigated the
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process of adjusting to college, especially predominantly White institutions. In addition,
the student characteristics that Black women come to higher education with and the
institutional environmental factors they encounter once they get to the institution may
amplify these experiences (Crisp & Nora, 2010; Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Greene et al., 2008;
Malcolm, 2013; McNairy, 1996; Nakajima et al., 2012; Walpole et al., 2014).
Specifically, for Black women at community colleges, the combination of these layered
experiences and multiple factors influenced their persistence and academic outcomes
(David et al., 2013; Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Nakajima et al., 2012; Walpole et al., 2014;
Winkle-Wagner, 2015; 2009).
Winkle-Wagner (2015) examined 119 studies that addressed Black women's
experiences relative to success in college and found that both student characteristics and
institutional-level factors influenced academic success. The author argued that a
significant amount of research examining Black women's college experiences focused on
the individual attributes, skills, or identities of Black women as being central to their
academic success (Winkle-Wagner, 2015). Individual factors included self-efficacy,
racial identity development, self-esteem, academic self-concept, motivation, and racerelated stressors that Black women encountered as they move through higher education
institutions (Barbatis, 2010; David et al., 2015; Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Marti, 2009;
Nakajima et al., 2012; Walpole et al., 2014; Winkle-Wagner, 2015). In addition, several
scholars have argued that clear achievement goals, motivation, and self-empowerment
significantly influences students' persistence (Bensimon, 2007; Grimes & David, 1999;
Martin et al., 2014). For example, in a quantitative study conducted by Thomas et al.
(2009) that examined self-efficacy relative to African American women's transition into
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college, the authors found that high self-efficacy predicted motivation for academic
success. However, much of the research that examined how these psychological factors
helped or hindered persistence and academic success remains aggregate and generalizable
to Black students and not specifically to Black women (Winkle-Wagner 2015, 2009).
Sociological factors such as relationships with faculty, college peers, and family
impeded or facilitated academic success for Black women. Some scholars considered
these factors an essential component of Black women’s experiences in higher education
institutions (Astin, 1984; David et al., 2013; Nakajima et al., 2012; Patton, 2009; Tinto,
1997; Walpole et al., 2014; Winkle-Wagner, 2015, 2009). Positive relationships with
faculty helped Black women actively resist stereotypes in their academic achievement,
and positive academic mentor relationships supported success (Patton, 2009; Strayhorn &
Saddler, 2009; Winkle-Wagner, 2015). Conversely, the lack of positive student-faculty
relationships and experiencing differential racial treatment from faculty impeded Black
women's academic success and persistence (Freeman, 1999; Suarez-Balcazar et al.,
2003).
Several scholars also reported peer relationships were a significant part of Black
women's experiences in higher education (Crisp & Nora, 2015; Hurtado & Carter, 1997;
Karp et al., 2010; Rose et al., 2014; Winkle-Wagner, 2015, 2009). African American
women who socially engaged on their college campuses found that connections with
peers were instrumental in helping them navigate community colleges and, therefore,
were less likely to leave the institution (Crisp & Nora, 2015; Hurtado & Carter, 1997;
Karp et al., 2010; Rose et al., 2014). Rose et al. (2014) conducted a qualitative study
exploring autonomy and engagement for women of color in community colleges and
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found that Black women's relationships with their peers provided them with a sense of
community that they could rely on for support when needed.
Some scholars identified relationships with family were salient to the experiences
of Black women in college and positively influenced or impeded their academic success
(Berkel & Constantine, 2005; Guffrida, 2005; Herndon & Hirt, 2004; Kennedy &
Winkle-Wagner, 2014; Winkel-Wagner, 2015, 2009). A significant amount of the
research that examined the influence of family relationships on the academic success of
Black women in college have narrowed these relationships down to a dichotomous choice
for students where they either remain connected or disconnected completely from family
members (Guffrida, 2005; Kennedy & Winkle-Wagner, 2014; Winkle-Wagner, 2015,
2009). In reality, Black women's relationships with their families were layered,
complicated, and nuanced (Guiffrida, 2005; Kennedy & Winkle-Wagner, 2014; WinkelWagner, 2015, 2019). According to Winkle-Wagner (2009), many Black women
struggled with feeling obligated to give back to their families while at the same time
feeling as if their families did not understand their college experiences. In a study
conducted by Love (2008), Black women reported that having quality relationships with
their parents or other maternal figures helped alleviate the psychological stress they
encountered in college. Kennedy and Winkle-Wagner (2014) argue that Black women
can maintain ties with their families while developing an autonomous sense of self.
Several scholars argued that institutional-level factors, such as campus
environment, academic support programs, and student organizations, influenced how
Black women experienced college and their ability to persist (Guffrida, 2005; Museus,
2008; Winkle-Wagner, 2015). Institutional support programs included academic support,
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financial aid, and psychological counseling; however, the body of literature on this topic
demonstrated a void in formal institutional support structures and services specifically
targeted to help Black women persist and achieve academic success (Winkle-Wagner,
2015; 2009). Other scholars have identified less formal institutional support factors such
as access to affordable childcare, transportation services, and leadership development
programs as supportive of academic success for Black women (Coker, 2003; WolfWendel, 2000; Thomas, 2001). According to Chambers (2011), Feagan et al. (1996),
Yosso et al. (2000), and Winkle-Wagner (2015, 2009), experiences with hostile, racial
campus environments, alienation, isolation, microaggressions in the classroom were
institutional environmental factors that contributed to Black women not persisting at
higher education institutions.
A substantive body of scholarly research that examined Black women's
experiences in higher education attributed individual factors to having more influence on
Black women's academic success (Winkle-Wagner, 2015). Essentially, the burden and
responsibility of their academic success overwhelmingly lie on Black women instead of
on higher education institutions (Winkle-Wagner, 2015). Winkle-Wagner (2015) argued
that the focus on individual-level factors discounted the influence of structural,
institutional barriers on persistence and academic success for Black women. In addition,
the multiple roles that Black women simultaneously managed while enrolled in college,
including mother, employee, and spouse, placed them at a disadvantage and further
increased their chances of not persisting (David et al., 2015; Greene et al., 2008;
Malcolm, 2013; Nakajima et al., 2012, Winkle-Wagner, 2015). Specifically, for Black
women enrolled in community colleges, these multiple roles, other individual factors, and
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nuanced experiences collectively served to widen the academic achievement gap between
them and their White peers. Subsequently, Winkle-Wagner (2015) pointed out that a
significant number of studies tend to examine educational outcomes for Black students or
students of color, which encompasses men, women, and multiple racial/ethnic groups that
neglect the unique needs of Black women in higher education.
Astin's Theory of Student Involvement
Defining Student Involvement
Alexander Astin's (1984) theory of involvement is among the most widely used
and cited framework for defining student involvement in academic and social activities
and explaining persistence in college. Astin (1984) suggested that students' involvement
in college life contributed to persistence, whereas factors that contributed to students'
departure from college were associated with students' lack of involvement. Student
involvement was defined as the amount of physical and psychological effort a student put
into their academic experience, explicitly referring to what they did and how they
behaved (Astin, 1984, 1993). Other studies that examined students' social and academic
involvement in college tend to utilize the work of seminal authors such as Kuh (2009),
who defined engagement as the time, and effort students devote to educationally
purposeful activities and what institutions do to encourage students to participate in these
activities. Similarly, Kuh's (2009) student engagement theory also argued that the quality
of the time and effort students spent on activities might support academic success and the
likelihood of them persisting and completing (Astin, 1993; Hu, 2010; Kuh, 2009; Kuh &
Hu, 2002; Pascarella, 2006; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005).
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Astin's student involvement theory is grounded in a longitudinal study that
examined factors in the college environment that influenced students' persistence in
college (Astin, 1984). The study results found that factors contributing to students
remaining enrolled in college were related to student involvement. Conversely, those
contributing to students dropping out implied a lack of involvement (Astin, 1984, 1993).
Uninvolvement resembled a lack of participation in student organizations, neglecting
studies, spending little time on campus, and having infrequent contact with faculty and
peers (Astin, 1984). Astin (1984) further suggested that the quality and quantity of
involvement were proportional to students' learning and personal development.
Additionally, the study found that environmental factors, including the type of institution,
increased students' chances of dropping out of college (Astin, 1984, 1993). For example,
students enrolled at community colleges had a substantially greater likelihood of not
persisting than their peers enrolled at four-year institutions (Astin, 1984, 1993).
Astin's student involvement theory included five tenets used to gauge the level of
a student's involvement in any particular experience in college (Astin, 1984, 1993;
Heiberger & Harper, 2008). The first tenet was that involvement required the student to
invest physical and psychological energy in their experience (Astin, 1984, 1993;
Pascarella, 2006; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005). The second tenet posited that
involvement occurred along a continuum with students devoting different degrees of
involvement to various aspects of their academic experience, such as spending time on
campus, studying, actively participating in student organizations, and interacting with
faculty and peers (Astin, 1984; Pascarell & Terenzini, 2005). The third tenet said that
involvement could be measured using quantitative and qualitative measures (Astin,
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1984). The fourth stated that student development was proportional to the quantity and
quality of the student's time and their activities (Astin, 1984). Therefore, students played
an integral role in determining the amount and quality of time spent in academic and cocurricular activities (Astin, 1984; Bergen-Cico & Viscomi, 2012). Finally, the fifth tenet
contended that programs and services institutions invested their time and resources in
should be assessed in terms of their ability to increase student involvement (Astin, 1984).
Therefore, institutional effectiveness was directly related to improving students'
involvement. Simply stated, involvement required students to play an active role in their
learning, personal development, and academic outcomes once they enrolled in college.
Critique of Astin's Theory of Student Involvement
As the discourse and research on students' persistence and academic success using
Astin's involvement theory has advanced, some researchers have identified significant
limitations of this theory (Bergen-Cico & Viscomi, 2012; Dowd et al., 2011; Hatch,
2012; Museus, 2014; Walpole et al., 2014). Researchers cautioned that the majority of the
empirical research that has examined involvement used quantitative methods to measure
students' behaviors, such as the frequency with which students engage in certain types of
activities (Dowd et al., 2011; Museus, 2014). These measures did not consider the racial
and cultural context within which student involvement occurred and failed to sufficiently
reflect the racial reality of students of color experiences in higher education (Dowd et al.,
2011; Museus, 2014). Research has shown that racial and cultural contexts are critical in
shaping the experiences and outcomes of racially diverse students, therefore, viewing
college campuses as de-racialized and culturally neutral spaces failed to represent the
experiences of racially diverse students (Dowd et al., 2011, Guiffrida, 2003; Hurtado,
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1994; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Museus, 2014; Museus & Neville, 2012; Museus &
Quaye, 2009; Museus et al., 2017, 2018; Tanaka, 2002). Tanaka (2002) contended that
the practice of utilizing de-racialized and a-cultural frameworks to measure racially
diverse students' involvement behavior could have negative consequences on students'
outcomes.
Astin's theory of student involvement (1984, 1993) focused significantly on the
types of activities that supported student success, students' behaviors, and the quality and
quantity of students' engagement in certain activities. However, it failed to emphasize the
responsibility of post-secondary institutions to ensure that they provided the environment
and activities that promoted success for racially diverse student populations (Dowd et al.,
2011; Museus, 2014). Activities associated with increased persistence were often based
on White students' involvement behaviors, limiting the quality and quantity of
engagement for students from racially diverse populations (Dowd et al., 2011; Museus,
2014). Hatch (2012) argued that most seminal research that examined involvement was
conducted with traditional-aged students at 4-year institutions and neglected the
experiences of community college students. Walpole et al. (2014) cautioned using Astin's
theory (1983) when examining persistence and completion for community college
students, given that community college students tend to be commuter students. Therefore,
they typically were on campus to attend classes and not socialize with peers. The authors
contended that since community college students did not live on campus, the social
involvement component of the theory may not apply to this student population (Walpole
et al., 2014).
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Tinto's Theory of College Departure
Tinto's theory of college departure is paradigmatic in higher education research
and practice and used extensively to provide a framework for understanding college
students' persistence (Davidson & Wilson, 2013). Tinto's theory (1975, 1987, 1993)
suggested that students who became socially and academically integrated into their
institution improved their persistence chances. He described academic integration as a
connection between students' intellectual growth and their institution's intellectual
environment, whereas social integration involved the student fitting into the social
community of the institution (Tinto, 1975, 1987, 1993). Tinto's (1975, 1987, 1993) theory
posited that students who failed to integrate socially and academically into their college
community often did not persist. Tinto (1975, 1987, 19993) further suggested that
students' academic potential and background characteristics coupled with their level of
academic and social integration may influence persistence.
Tinto's (1975) theory originated from his collaboration with Cullen in 1973,
whose research investigated and reviewed longitudinal studies that examined student
attrition (Tinto, 1975; Tinto & Cullen, 1973; Metz, 2004). Their collaboration resulted in
a theoretical model of attrition and persistence that included six components. These
components were a) student's pre-entry attributes like prior schooling and family
background; b) students' goals, aspirations, and commitments; c) institutional experiences
including academics, interactions with faculty, co-curricular involvement, and
interactions with peers; d) academic and social integration; e) students' intentions and
external commitments; f) students' outcomes, departure decisions, completion/graduation,
transfer, or dropout (Tinto, 1975; Metz, 2004). These components provided the
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foundation for Tinto's original model. Halpin (1990) utilized Tinto's model to analyze
freshman persistence at a community college. The author defined academic integration as
informal relationships with faculty, faculty concern for teaching and student
development, academic and intellectual development, institutional, and goal commitment
(Halpin, 1990). Social integration is defined as the sum of students' peer group relations
scale and informal relationships with faculty scale (Halpin, 1990). Halpin (1990) found
that academic integration predicted persistence for community college students, which
validated how Tinto's model is operationalized.
Tinto (1975) also included additional environmental variables in his 1975 model,
which he borrowed from Spady's (1971) work that is based on van Genneps's (1960) rites
of passage theory. van Gennep's (1960) theory utilized the concepts of ritual and
ceremony as necessary components for a person to move from one environment and
successfully integrate into a new environment or setting. van Gennep (1960) also
incorporated sociological perspectives in his theory adopted from Durkheim's (1953)
theory of suicide and departure. van Gennep's (1960) model included three-phases
separation, transition, and incorporation. In its application to higher education, during the
separation phase, students disassociated themselves to some extent from their
communities, families, and high school friends and attempted to connect with the college
community (Tinto, 1975; Tinto, 1993). In the transition phase, students were in between
the old and new community as they began to embrace some of the norms and behaviors
of the institution while challenging their old values and relationships in an attempt to
integrate socially and academically (Tinto, 1975; Tinto, 1993). Finally, incorporation was
the third phase. Students successfully disassociated from their home community, adapted
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the institution's norms and behavioral patterns, and became fully integrated into the social
and academic environment (Tinto, 1975, 1993; Milem & Berger, 1997).
Tinto's (1973) model included influences from Durkheim's research. Specifically,
Tinto (1973) used Durkheim's (1953) concept of egotistical departure to explain why
students left or withdrew from their institution. Durkheim (1953) described egotistical
suicide as an inability to integrate into a new environment. Tinto (1975) extended the
idea of rites of passage and integration to higher education. Coupled with influences from
Spady's (1971) work, he suggested that when students failed to integrate into their college
environment, they were more likely to withdraw. Subsequently, the focus on students'
social and academic integration, where students became immersed in the many dynamics
of college life after they enrolled, became a prime indicator of student persistence.
Tinto (1975) suggested that multiple variables hindered students from socially and
academically integrating into their college environment, influencing their ability to
persist and complete. Bean (1980) expanded Tinto's framework to include the influence
of academic variables, student intent, goals, expectations, and external and internal
environmental factors in a revised model that attempted to understand student
persistence. In 1987, Tinto updated his previous framework and posited five major
theoretical bases for developing and understanding how student persistence has evolved.
These bases included psychological, societal, economic, organizational, and interaction
factors (Tinto, 1987). The additional factors more adequately supported the discussion in
the literature on the characteristics of community college students and the internal and
external environmental factors that impede their persistence.
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Critique of Tinto's Theory of College Departure
Although Tinto's (1975, 1987, 1993) theory provided a foundation for a
significant body of empirical research on student persistence and success, several
scholars have underscored the limitations of the theory. Especially its application to
understanding the experiences and outcomes of racially diverse student populations and
community college students (Attinasi, 1989; Cabrera et al., 1992; Crisp, 2010; Fischer,
2007; Museus, 2014; Museus & Neville, 2012; Museus & Quaye, 2009; Museus et al.,
2017, 2018; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1992; Rendon et al.,
2000; Tierney, 1992, Tierney, 1999). Tierney (1992) argued that Tinto's model provided
a limited understanding of the experiences of minority students, adult learners, and
students attending non-residential colleges regarding their persistence. The author
suggested that systemic characteristics within the design of the American higher
education supported students from the mainstream identity and served to alienate students
from minoritized and underserved populations (Tierney, 1992).
Attinasi (1989); Fischer (2007); Rendon et al. (2000); and Tierney's (1992, 1999)
critique of Tinto's (1975, 1987, 1993) theory argued that students' interactions with peers,
mentors and other institutional agents were important to persistence. These interactions
helped racially minoritized students develop specific strategies and skills for successfully
navigating their institutions' physical, social, and academic geographies. Fischer (2007)
utilized Tinto's theory (1975, 1987, 1993) and data from the National Longitudinal
Survey of Freshmen to examine how involvement influences persistence and outcomes
for Black students compared to their White peers. The author found that although Black
students formed connections to their college campuses, they maintained strong ties with
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their communities at higher rates than their White peers (Fischer, 2007). Fischer (2007)
suggested that maintaining active connections to their home communities may be
necessary for Black students because they gain strength and confidence from their
communities. For community college students who tend to be commuter students,
completely separating from their home cultures was extraordinarily challenging and
physically impossible.
Braxton and Lien (2000); Braxton et al. (1997); Hurtado and Carter (1997)
questioned the relevance of the social integration concept outlined in Tinto's (1975, 1987,
1993) theory as a predictor of college persistence for students on commuter campuses.
Crisp (2010) also suggested that the academic and social integration constructs outlined
in the theory may not necessarily predict persistence and degree completion for
community college students. Researchers tend to operationalize social integration by
focusing on behaviors that are more common among White college students at residential
four-year institutions and more accurately depict White undergraduate experiences
(Guiffrida, 2003; Hurtado, 1994; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Museus, 2014; Nora 1990;
Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Tierney 1992). In addition, Tinto's (1975, 1987, 1993)
theory does not account for the involvement experiences that help students of color at
community colleges to persist (Guiffrida, 2003; Hurtado, 1994; Hurtado & Carter, 1997;
Museus, 2014; Nora 1990; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; Tierney 1992).
Hurtado and Carter (1997) utilized Tinto's revised theory to examine minority
students' background characteristics. They found that social involvement outside the
classroom contributed to students' increased sense of belonging on their college
campuses. The results also suggested that minority students' sense of adjustment was
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subjective and may be achieved through experiences and involvement in campus
activities different from their White peers (Hurtado & Carter, 1997). Guiffrida (2003)
conducted a qualitative study that sought to understand how African American student
organizations helped African American students to socially integrate into predominantly
White institutions. The author found that African American student organizations
provided students with valuable cultural connections to peers and faculty and helped to
facilitate social integration into their campus community (Guiffrida, 2003).
The self-deterministic nature of Tinto's (1975, 1987, 1993) theory which failed to
acknowledge the role of the institution in students' success and places the responsibility
solely on the student, has also come under criticism by some scholars (Bensimon, 2007;
Museus, 2014; Rendon et al., 2000). This deficit thinking approach to understanding why
students do not persist assumed that minoritized students and families are to blame for
poor academic outcomes (Bensimon, 2007; Museus, 2014; Yosso, 2006). This limitation
was especially applicable to racially diverse student populations who were often less
likely to possess the capital to successfully navigate the institution (Bensimon, 2007;
Yosso, 2005). This concept in Tinto's (1975, 1987, 1993) theory attributed students'
failures to their behaviors without acknowledging how institutional environments may
serve to hinder student success (Museus, 2014, Valencia, 1997). Further, it failed to
acknowledge the importance and impact that institutional agents, practices, and
approaches to delivering programs and services, have on promoting positive outcomes for
racially diverse students (Bensimon, 2007; Guiffrida, 2004; Museus, 2014; Museus &
Neville, 2012; Museus & Quaye, 2009). In a qualitative study conducted by Museus and
Neville (2012), the authors examined how institutional agents contributed to the success
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of 60 undergraduate students of color. The results indicated that faculty, administrators,
and peers who shared common ground with the students provided holistic support that
contributed to their success (Museus & Neville, 2012).
Other scholars have argued that additional factors like financial aid, gender, age,
ethnicity, credit hour load, in addition to social and academic integration, influence
persistence and college completion for community college students (Bers & Smith, 1991;
Mertes & Hoover, 2014; Nora, 1990). Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) underscored that
research on persistence and degree attainment was heavily focused on four-year colleges
and failed to include the experiences of students who attended two-year institutions. The
authors further suggested that the interrelationship between race and gender and social
and academic integration were additional important variables to examine regarding their
influence on persistence and college completion (Pascarella, 1986; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 1991). Tinto's theory provided a framework for examining students'
persistence at the macro level; however, the limitations of his theory suggested that it
may not be sufficient for studying how we understand this phenomenon for Black women
at community colleges.
Theoretical Framework
Critical Race Theory
Critical Race Theory (CRT) is a sound theoretical framework for examining the
marginalization, stereotyping, and racial stress routinely experienced by students of color
in higher education (Bensimon, 2007; Capper, 2015; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Harper,
2012; Harper et al., 2018; Ladson-Billings, 1999; McCoy & Rodricks, 2015; Mertes,
2013; Patton, 2016; Solorzano et al., 2005). Activism is central to CRT; therefore, this
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theory seeks to understand our society and how it organizes itself around race, racial
lines, and hierarchies and champion change and transformation (Delgado & Stefancic,
2012; Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002). Specifically, the application of CRT in education
seeks to facilitate the development of theoretical, conceptual, methodological, and
pedagogical strategies that explain how racism works and influences the United States
education system (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002). Further,
it helps to eliminate racism and other forms of subordination, including race, class,
gender, and sexual orientation within the system (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Solorzano
& Yosso, 2001, 2002). Critical Race Theory is also used in higher education research to
provide a framework through which scholars, practitioners, and researchers can critique
traditional student involvement, integration, and engagement theories that are often
applied when examining these factors as it relates to academic success for Black students
(Harper, 2012, Harper et al., 2018; Patton et al., 2015).
Racism. Central to the application of Critical Race Theory in educational research
is the discussion and definition of racism. Marable (1992) defined racism as "a system of
ignorance, exploitation, and power used to oppress African Americans, Latinos, Asians,
Pacific Americans, American Indians and other people based on ethnicity, culture,
mannerisms, and color" (p. 5). This definition posits that racism extends beyond a
discussion about Black and White and argues that racism is about institutional power that
includes all people, voices, and experiences (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002).
Critical Race Theory emerged out of the Civil Rights Movement in the United
States and is grounded in the ideas of social justice, liberation, and economic
empowerment (Bell, 1992; Capper, 2015; Ladson-Billing, 1999; McCoy & Rodricks,

48

2015). Its origins trace back to the critical legal studies movement of the 1970s that
sought alternative ways to address the slow pace of legal reform in the United States
(Bell, 1992; Capper, 2015; Ladson-Billing, 1999; McCoy & Rodricks, 2015). The critical
legal studies component of CRT's foundation posited that there is no one correct outcome
for every legal case and that the interpretation of facts can determine the outcome of most
cases by either side and by lines of authority (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). CRT also
builds on radical feminism, Italian and French philosophers, theorists, and American
radicals like Antonio Gramsci, Michel Foucault, Sojourner Truth, Frederick Douglas, W.
E. B. Du Bois, Cesar Chavez, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., and the Black Power and
Chicano movements of the sixties and seventies (Bell, 1995; Capper, 2015; Delgado &
Stefancic, 2012). CRT's feminist foundation was built on the idea that there is a
relationship between power and how visible and invisible patterns and social roles were
constructed to promote and reinforce patriarchy and other forms of domination in our
society. The historical construct of CRT also includes critical building blocks from other
movements like the civil rights movement, which reinforces a commitment and concern
for redressing historical wrongs. CRT also shares similarities with nationalism and group
empowerment schools of thought (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012).
The principal founding scholars of Critical Race Theory include writers like
Derrick Bell, a visiting professor of law at New York University, Alan Freeman from the
State University of New York at Buffalo Law school, Kimberle Crenshaw, Angela
Harris, Mari Matsuda as well as other leading Latino, Asian, and American Indian
scholars (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). Today, the use of CRT has moved beyond its
origins in legal studies and has expanded to the fields of education, political science,
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ethnic studies, sociology, and health care (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). As a theoretical
framework, CRT challenges Eurocentric values, including the experiences of Whites as
the normative standard, and examines the "unequal" and "unjust" distribution of power
and resources along political, economic, racial, and gender lines (Delgado & Stefancic,
2012; Ladson-Billings, 1999; McCoy & Rodricks, 2015). CRT asserted that racism is a
normal, natural, and permanent fixture in America and seeks to expose racism in the
various aspects of our society (Bell, 1992; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). One of the
important components of CRT is its use of storytelling and counter-storytelling as a
framework that is conceptually grounded in the distinctive realities and lived experiences
of people of color (Capper, 2015; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Harper, 2012, Harper et
al., 2018; Ladson-Billings, 1999; McCoy & Rodricks, 2015; Patton et al., 2015).
Critical Race Theory's application to higher education aligned with six
foundational, interrelated tenants that focused on exposing the prevalence and persistence
of racism reproduced in the educational system and educational institutions (Capper,
2015; Ladson-Billings, 1999; Patton et al., 2015). Using CRT to help understand the
experiences and outcomes for Black students offered a deeper analysis and more complex
insights into how racist institutional norms, policies, and cultures reproduced racial
inequities reflected in traditional quantitative data reports (Harper et al., 2018).
Quantitative data reports were often the only mechanism that some institutions used to
account for student success outcomes for Black students, and the explanations for the
data were typically derived from deficit-oriented theories that emphasized what students
lacked and how their deficits contributed to their academic status (Harper et al., 2018).
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The use of CRT serves to provide a counter-narrative to this one-sided data (Harper et al.,
2018).
The first tenet is that conscious and unconscious racism is a permanent part of
American life (Capper, 2015; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 2003;
Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002; Tate, 1997). According to Delgado and Stefencic
(2012), racism is common, ordinary, the usual way our society does business, and
everyday experiences of people of color. The permanence of racism in America suggests
that racist hierarchical structures govern our economic, political, and social systems,
which allocate privileges to Whites and designate people of color as "others" (Capper,
2015, Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Harper, 2012, Harper et al., 2018; Ladson-Billings,
2003, Patton et al., 2015). This system that privileges Whites over others serves
important material and psychic purposes for the dominant group in society (Capper,
2015, Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Harper, 2012, Harper et al., 2018; Ladson-Billings,
2003, Patton et al., 2015).
Since racism is a normal part of our society, it is challenging to address or
eradicate because it is not acknowledged, and only some forms of blatant racial
discrimination become visible (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012). Specifically, CRT argued
that racism is embedded in the structures, practices, and discourses that guide the daily
practices of institutions of higher education that perpetuate racial/ethnic educational
inequalities (Harper, 2012, Harper et al., 2018; Ladson-Billings, 1999; Solorzano et al.,
2005). Patton et al. (2015) contended that both covert and overt forms of racism exist in
the American higher education system; however, the unseen forms of racism, including
those that influence institutional hiring practices and student recruitment customs, are
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more deeply rooted in the fabric of institutions and are less likely to be recognized and
addressed.
The second CRT tenet is, based on the history of race and racism in America,
Whiteness can be considered a property interest (Capper, 2015; Harris, 1993; LadsonBillings, 1998). Harris (1993) asserted that Whiteness as property was legitimized
through the legal system that placed value on it to be shared and transferred to other
White people like any other resource or item of value. It also established the right to
decide and exclude anyone who was not White from sharing the same benefits,
privileges, social advantages, and possessing the same power that Whiteness afforded
those who possessed it (Harris, 1993). In higher education, this tenet asserted that White
people have privileges and access to education, based on race, that people of color do not
have (Capper, 2015; Harris, 1993; Ladson-Billings, 2013, McCoy & Rodrick, 2015).
Harris (1993) pointed out that the seminal frameworks and theories used to examine
student engagement and involvement for students of color were developed by White
pioneers who determined which activities and experiences add value to college students'
success and experiences.
The third tenet is counter-storytelling which recognizes the lived experiences
(experiential knowledge) of people of color as legitimate, appropriate, valued, and critical
to understanding, analyzing, and teaching about racial subordination in the American
educational system (McCoy & Rodrick, 2015; Solorzano & Yosso, 2001; 2002). The
primary reason for using stories and counterstories in academic research is that it adds
"context" and provides "voice" to historically marginalized populations and challenges
majoritarian myths and dialogues that perpetuate racial stereotypes (Capper, 2015;
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Harper, 2012; Harper et al., 2018; McCoy & Rodrick, 2015; Solorzano & Yosso, 2001;
2002). Several scholars have argued that the value of using CRT and counter-storytelling
when examining student success in higher education, allow racially diverse students to
"name" their realities and the nuanced experiences that shape their college life (Capper,
2015; Harper 2012; Harper et al., 2018; Patton, 2016). The use of CRT as a theoretical
framework within the context of higher education changes the narrative of students of
color from one that is rooted in their racial inferiority and shifts the focus from what
students of color do not have to what they have (Harper 2012; Harper et al., 2018; Patton,
2016).
Patton et al. (2015) suggested that this tenet helped deconstruct student
involvement by examining the racelessness with which practitioners and scholars
undertake the study of this phenomenon for students of color. The authors contended that
the current research on this topic often failed to include the experiential realities of
students of color and racialized experiences on college campuses to undermine students'
engagement (Patton et al., 2015). Excluding the voices of students of color from the study
of student involvement as it relates to their academic success discounted the value of
other engagement experiences that may have a higher impact on persistence (Patton et al.,
2015). A qualitative study conducted by Harper et al. (2018) that used CRT to examine
and analyze undergraduate African American student success at an urban commuter
university found that the use of counter-storytelling and students' experiential knowledge
helped to uncover alternative factors that explained students' academic outcomes. Factors
such as racist encounters with White faculty, having longer commutes to campus than
their White peers, culturally irrelevant and unresponsive pedagogies, and lack of targeted
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academic support resources on campus helped to provide a more accurate picture of the
student's experiences at the institution and the quantitative data on students' outcomes
(Harper et al., 2018). In examining students' persistence, Mertes (2013) argued that most
community college retention programs were based on theories developed for the White
majority and not racially diverse student populations and told only their stories. The
institutional practice of excluding the voices of students of color made it difficult for
racially diverse students to find any personal relevance in these retention programs,
which served to isolate them (Mertes, 2013) further.
The fourth tenet appropriate to the application of CRT in higher education is
interest convergence (Bell, 1992; Capper, 2015; Ladson-Billings, 2013; McCoy &
Rodrick, 2015). Interest convergence means that significant progress for African
Americans only occurs when the goal is consistent with the needs of Whites (Bell, 1992;
Capper, 2015; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 2013; McCoy & Rodrick,
2015). Bell (1992) contended that civil rights advances always appear to coincide with
changing economic conditions for White elites. Because racism advances the interests of
both White elites and working-class Whites, there is little incentive to eradicate it (Bell,
1992; Capper, 2015; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Ladson-Billings, 2013; McCoy &
Rodrick, 2015). An example of visible interest convergence in higher education would be
an institution that admitted students of color to meet specific diversity goals knowing that
their campus climate may not be inclusive and their resources for supporting students of
color persistence and success were limited (McCoy & Rodrick, 2015). Bell (1992) argued
that the ruling in the monumental Brown v. Board of Education civil rights litigation is an
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example of interest convergence primarily motivated by the self-interest of elite Whites
more so than the desire to help Blacks.
The fifth tenet is the critique of liberalism which challenges the concepts of
objectivity, meritocracy, color blindness, race neutrality, equal opportunity, and
incremental change (Capper, 2015; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; Patton et al., 2012;
Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002; McCoy & Rodrick, 2015). The institutional practice of
using a color-blind approach to understanding students' persistence and completion and
viewing campus communities as culturally neutral environments excluded the
experiences of Black students and perpetuated the idea that racism is not a permanent part
of higher education institutions (Capper, 2015; Mertes, 2013; Pollack & Zirkel, 2013).
Delgado and Stefancic (2012) contended that a color-blind approach to addressing racial
problems treated all persons equally regardless of their different histories or current
situations. Mertes (2013) claimed that the color-blind approaches taken by many
community college retention programs deemphasize the importance of exploring and
addressing the needs and experiences of students of color and further isolate and
marginalize minority students.
The sixth tenet is intersectionality (Capper, 2015). The concept of
intersectionality contends that individuals experience oppression based on their racial
identity as well as other subordinate identities (gender, social class, religion,
ability/disability, language, sexual orientation, etc.) and forms of oppression (sexism,
homophobia, ableism, etc.) that intersect (Capper, 2015, Crenshaw, 1991; Delgado &
Stefancic, 2012; McCoy & Rodrick, 2015). Intersectionality is used as a framework to
examine and understand what happens to an individual when they occupy more than one
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of these categories. Delgado and Stefancic (2012) suggested that perspectivism allows us
to examine how things look from the perspective of individuals who contend with
intersecting identities and forms of oppression instead of oversimplifying the human
experience. Crenshaw (1991) argued that women of color experienced oppression based
on their race and gendered and classed experiences and that these intersecting
experiences influenced their lives. Patton et al. (2015) further argued that the existence of
structural intersectionality within society and educational institutions supported policies
and laws that made it challenging to provide resources for women who occupy multiple
spaces of oppression. This CRT tenet critiqued social hierarchies within our society and
provided a lens for understanding how power was used to support specific categories
while at the same time keeping others subordinate (Patton et al., 2015). Applying this
CRT tenet to examining persistence for Black women at community colleges calls for a
critical understanding of how the intersectionality of race, gender, language, religion,
social class, and other forms of oppression influence student outcomes and impact
institutional efforts to address this issue.
Astin's (1984, 1993, 1999) theory of student involvement provided a basis for
defining student involvement within the context of higher education and this research
study. Likewise, Tinto's (1975, 1987, 1993) theory of college departure offered a highlevel framework for understanding why students do not persist and helped situate my
research study within the current scholarship on this topic. However, it did not account
for the individual characteristics, social and academic experiences, institutional
environment, or the racial and cultural contexts within which Black women at community
colleges engage in co-curricular activities concerning their persistence (Attinasi, 1989;
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Cabrera et al., 1992; Crisp, 2010; Fischer, 2007; Museus, 2014; Museus & Neville, 2012;
Museus & Quaye, 2009; Museus, Yi & Saelua, 2017; Museus et al., 2018; Pascarella &
Terenzini, 1991; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1992; Rendon et al., 2000; Tierney, 1992,
Tierney, 1999).
Using Critical Race Theory as the theoretical framework to ground this research
study filled a gap in the existing scholarship on how co-curricular involvement helps
Black women at community colleges to persist. Specifically, using critical race counterstorytelling as the methodological approach for this study allowed me to bring to the
forefront the stories of Black women at community colleges whose co-curricular
involvement experiences have been studied, interpreted, and shared using a White
majoritarian lens and deficit theories and methodologies. Critical race counterstorytelling allowed Black women at community colleges to share the co-curricular
involvement experiences they believe are beneficial to their academic success. Further,
the application of CRT to my research helped me give voice to and illuminate the
experiences of Black women at community colleges whose voices were minimized,
silenced, or missing from the research conducted on this topic. Chapter III provides a
detailed discussion of the research methodology, design, participants, data collection,
data analysis process, and preliminary plan for reporting my research findings and
conclusions.
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Chapter 3
Methodology
This chapter discussed the lens and research methods I used to understand how
co-curricular involvement helps Black women at community colleges persist. The
theoretical framework that guided this study is Critical Race Theory. Critical race
counter-storytelling was used as the methodological approach to allow participants to
share their narratives. I described critical race storytelling methodology and explained
why this methodological approach was appropriate for my study. Creswell and Creswell
(2018) contended that a precisely defined research design provides a detailed plan and
clearly outlined procedures for conducting research and analyzing data to produce an
interpretation of the findings. However, even with a clear plan, I uncovered discoveries
that warranted revisions to the plan and procedures during the research process after I
entered the field.
This methods section described the road map for my study and guided my
research as I collected, analyzed, and reported on the data. I also discussed the
significance of my research and my worldview. I included a description of the research
setting, how I selected participants, and the methods I used to collect and analyze my
data. The additional sections addressed participants' confidentiality, validity,
trustworthiness, and ethical considerations. I also discussed the Institutional Review
Board (IRB) approval relative to my study and my timeline for conducting the study.
Finally, my findings and conclusions closed out the methodology chapter.
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Critical Race Methodology and Counter-Storytelling
Solorzano and Yosso (2002) defined critical race methodology as a theoretically
grounded approach to conducting research that focuses on the centrality of race and
racism in all aspects of the research process. Specifically, within the academy, critical
race methodology demonstrated how the intersectionality of race, gender, and class
affected the experiences of students of color (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002). Further, it
challenged the use of traditional research paradigms and raceless theories and exposed
deficit-informed research and methods that silenced or distorted the experiences of
students of color (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002). Critical race methodology also
served as a transformative and liberatory solution to racial, gender, and class
subordination experienced by marginalized people in society. Instead of viewing these
experiences and their intersecting subordinate identities as deficits, CRT methodology
considered them to be sources of strength and used interdisciplinary approaches
including, women's studies, humanities, history, sociology, and the law to understand
better these experiences (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002; Yosso, 2006).
Critical race counter-storytelling is a method of recounting the experiences and
perspectives of racially and socially marginalized people (Delgado & Stefancic, 2012;
Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002; Yosso, 2006). Counter-storytelling tells the stories of
individuals who are considered to be on the margins of society whose voices are silenced,
experiences are untold, and counter-stories are unheard (Delgado, 2002; Solorzano &
Yosso, 2001, 2002). Delgado (1989) introduced the term "counter-story" and described
the importance of storytelling in legal proceedings writing, and teaching. Stories told in
the first person may take the form of parables, chronicles, and narratives and serve to
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counter dominant-group narratives, which often hold a superior position in society (Berry
& Bowers Cook, 2019; Delgado, 1989). The dominant group or master narrative accounts
have little or no regard for the voices of people of color and often fail to represent their
lived experiences (Berry & Bowers Cook, 2019; Delgado, 2002; Solorzano, & Yosso,
2002). Further, majoritarian narratives perpetuate the myths, presuppositions, stereotypes,
and misconceptions created about oppressed people and wipe out the complexities and
richness of a group's cultural life (Berry & Bowers Cook, 2019; Solorzano & Yosso,
2001, 2002). Majoritarian narratives often go unquestioned by society because people do
not consider them "natural" parts of everyday life (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002).
Counter-stories challenge, analyze, and expose the dominant discourse on race,
further the struggle to combat racism, and push for racial reform (Solorzano & Yosso,
2001, 2002). Country-storytelling also serves as a practical methodology for advancing
social justice because stories can change minds (Delgado, 2002; Delgado, 1989). Bell
(1995) argued that CRT offers a tool to examine, understand, and effectively challenge
racism. More importantly, for individuals participating in qualitative research such as this
study that used critical race counter-storytelling methodologies, the process of telling
one's story can also be emancipatory and empowering.
There are three general forms of counter-storytelling (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001,
2002). The first is autobiographical reflections that recount an individual's experiences
with various forms of racism and sexism, referred to as personal stories or narratives
(Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002). The second are other people's stories or narratives.
This is a third-person description of another person's experiences with racism and sexism
and how they respond to them. According to Solorzano and Yosso (2002), this type of
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counter-story offered a biographical analysis of the experiences of a person of color in
relation to institutional and sociohistorical contexts. Composite stories or narratives were
the third forms of counter-storytelling. Composite stories or narratives draw upon various
forms of data to recount the racialized, sexualized, and classed experiences of people of
color (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002). They allow the researcher to engage in both
biographical and autobiographical analysis because the author creates composite
characters and place them in historical, social, and political situations as a means of
discussing racism, sexism, classism, and other forms of subordination (Solorzano &
Yosso, 2001, 2002).
In higher education, counter-stories are important for counteracting the biological
and cultural deficit majoritarian narratives of students of color experiences constructed by
the dominant group and institutions (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002). In 2001 and 2002,
Solorzano and Yosso extended critical race counter-storytelling methodologies in
education through their research (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002). Storytelling has a
long and continued tradition in the African American, Chicano/Chicana, and Native
American communities. The authors have used it to analyze, expose and challenge stories
regarding people of color (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002). Specifically, the use of
critical race counter-storytelling methodologies in education is important to provide a
complete analysis of the educational system inclusive of the authentic voices of people of
color and different types of counter-stories and narratives (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995;
Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). CRT counter-storytelling in education also helps build a
sense of community among marginalized people by reinforcing that they are not alone in
their experiences (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002; Yosso, 2006). It provides a glimpse
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into the realities of minoritized students and how they experience and respond to the U.S.
educational system (Delgado, 2002; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002, Yosso, 2006). In addition
to providing counternarratives to majoritarian stories, counter-storytelling methodologies
offer a context to understand, challenge, and transform the established institutional belief
systems about the experiences of students of color (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002; Yosso,
2006). It strategically uses multiple methods to draw on the knowledge of people of color
traditionally excluded from the academy (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). Finally, just as
theories and methodologies are used to silence and disempower minoritized students,
critical race counter-storytelling methodologies can be used to give voice, empower and
transform minoritized students and higher education because they have the power to
move us to action and inform praxis (Solorzano & Yosso, 2002; Yosso, 2006).
Purpose Statement
A clear purpose statement helped identify the research study's intent (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018). This qualitative research study aimed to understand how involvement in
co-curricular activities helps Black women at community colleges persist. I used critical
race counterstories to provide Black women at community colleges with an opportunity
to be represented in research and to challenge the dominant narrative regarding their cocurricular involvement experiences through their own stories and voices. These stories
recounted participants' experiences with various forms of racism and sexism referred to
as personal stories or narratives. Further, this study sought to cultivate a deeper
understanding of how involvement in student clubs and organizations created support
systems that help Black women respond to and overcome forms of subordination, to
persist at community colleges.
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Research Questions
The following research questions guided this study:
1. What are the co-curricular involvement experiences of Black women at
community colleges?
2. How do co-curricular experiences help Black women at community colleges to
persist?
3. How does co-curricular involvement help Black women at community colleges
create support systems that help them overcome oppression and other forms of
subordination?
Significance of the Study
Understanding why the persistence rates for Black women at community colleges
are significantly lower than the persistence rates for their White peers is an important
national, higher education agenda item for many key stakeholders. An extensive body of
empirical research used traditional theories and frameworks to link co-curricular
involvement to persistence and positive academic outcomes for college students (Astin,
1984, 1993, 1999; Barbatis, 2010; Bergen-Cico & Viscomi, 2012; Bers & Smith, 1991;
Kuh, 2009; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005, Tierney, 1992, 1999; Tinto, 1987, 1993).
Further, a significant amount of quantitative and qualitative research has established a
relationship between student involvement and college persistence for students of color,
including Black women (Attinasi, 1989; Fischer, 2007; Guiffrida, 2003; Hurtado &
Carter, 1997; Walpole et al., 2014). However, research that used critical race
counterstories to examine how co-curricular involvement may help Black women at
community colleges to persist is limited. This research study is an important contribution
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to the field. It provides institutional leaders and practitioners with an understanding of
how co-curricular involvement helps Black women create connections and support
systems that help them persist and achieve academic success. Further, through counterstories, I captured the realities of how Black women at community colleges experienced
the co-curricular aspects of college life and benefited from their involvement in student
clubs, organizations, and activities outside the classroom.
Using critical race counter-storytelling as the methodological approach for this
research study provided Black women at community colleges with an opportunity to
share their co-curricular involvement experiences in their voices. This study may, in
some way, also deepen our understanding of the racial, gender, and social class
subordination Black women encountered as they strived to persist at community colleges.
It also directly challenged the majoritarian narratives that society, institutional leaders,
and practitioners often use to account for the academic outcomes of Black women at twoyear institutions. Finally, I hope this research study provided the provocation for critically
examining institutional practices and programs that promote and support persistence for
Black women at community colleges and assessing their impact on student success.
Worldview
As a Black woman and immigrant, I brought a transformative worldview to my
research. Creswell and Creswell (2018) contended that individuals who hold a
philosophical, transformative worldview believe that their research inquiry needs to
confront the social oppression of traditionally marginalized populations and people of
color. They are concerned with addressing societal issues of power, oppression, social
justice, and discrimination; therefore, their research agenda seeks to promote reform that
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may change the lives of their participants (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). This
philosophical worldview focuses on the needs of traditionally marginalized individuals
and includes several assumptions and procedures that the researcher must have in their
research (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Mertens, 2009). A transformative epistemological
worldview holds the researcher accountable for addressing several assumptions that raise
questions about power and privilege, inclusion, and building trust between the researcher
and participant (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Further, bringing this philosophical
worldview to your research study meant that you encouraged the use of your research
agenda and findings to enhance social justice, improve human rights, and change the
lives of the research participants, the institutions you work and attend, and your life
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Mertens, 2009).
Research Design
I selected a qualitative strategy of inquiry and critical race counter-storytelling
methodology to learn more about the co-curricular involvement experiences of Black
women at community colleges and how these experiences help them to persist.
Qualitative research, in general, is concerned with learning from, describing, and
interpreting human phenomena based on the lived experiences of those that have
experienced them (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Maxwell, 2013; Rossman & Rallis,
2017). It focuses on understanding an individual, group, or phenomenon through a
methodological approach that emphasizes the importance of stories, narratives, and
voices (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Further, Denzin and Lincoln (2000) contended that
qualitative research reflects an attempt at securing an in-depth understanding of the
phenomenon being studied and adds rigor, breadth, complexity, richness, and depth to
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any inquiry. Using qualitative interviews, the researcher and research participants engage
in dialogue in which they share and exchange thoughts, ideas, and perspectives on a
specific subject. The qualitative researcher collects information through interviews that
are critically analyzed to understand why a particular phenomenon occurred, what
occurred, and its meaning. Subsequently, to describe how Black women experience
community colleges and understand how co-curricular involvement helps them to persist,
a qualitative strategy of inquiry that provided data in the form of stories and narratives
was most appropriate.
In addition, research that helps institutional leaders and practitioners understand
how involvement in co-curricular activities helps Black women at community colleges to
persist is limited. Most of the research studies that have examined this topic utilized
quantitative approaches or other qualitative research methodologies that obscured the
voices of Black women in the academy. While these methods are important and valuable,
they failed to capture the depth of the varied and unique realities of college life for Black
women at community colleges in their own words. For these reasons, utilizing a
qualitative research methodology and counter-stories in this research study was
appropriate for providing Black women with an opportunity to share their narratives and
experiences to understand better how co-curricular involvement helps them persist at
community colleges.
Using a qualitative research methodology and critical race counter-storytelling
allowed me to focus on a smaller participant sample which supported gaining a rich and
in-depth understanding of the phenomena I studied. It also provided me with
opportunities to examine the lived experiences of my participants up-close and in the
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natural environment in which the phenomenon was occurring (Creswell & Creswell,
2018; Miles et al., 2014; Rossman & Rallis, 2017). This research methodology also
allowed me to engage in an active learning process by transforming the data I collected,
making choices that shaped the process of inquiry and understanding how the research
contributed to improving the human condition and my practice (Creswell & Creswell,
2018; Rossman & Rallis, 2017). Further, I was able to make sense of and generate
meaning from the varied and complex experiences of Black women as they navigated
community colleges (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Maxwell 2013).
Setting
Crest Ridge college is a public two-year institution located in the northeast region
of the United States. Crest Ridge serves less than 10,000 full and part-time students. The
college offered almost 100 associate degree and certificate programs and has over 50
active student clubs and organizations. More than 65% of all Crest Ridge students
received some form of financial support each year, and almost 50% of the student
population were from a diverse background, which was of interest to this study. In fall
2017, Black students made up 10% of the student population (NCES, 2018). According
to the NCES (2018), in 2015, almost 50% of Crest Ridge's total graduates that earned an
associate degree were women. However, Black women accounted for less than 7% of
female graduates in 2015 (NCES, 2018). The college completion rates for this population
group at Crest Ridge Community College were considerably lower than enrollment rates.
They indicated a significant gap in the number of Black women who enrolled versus
those who persisted, making this setting important for my research study.
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As a relatively large community college, Crest Ridge provided resources and
services to assist all students' academic and social development. The Academic Support
Center and Student Life offered tutoring services and educational programming for all
students. In addition, the Equal Opportunity Fund (EOF) office provided academic
resources for all students; however, the majority of the students who were eligible for
EOF services were from traditionally marginalized and low-socioeconomic backgrounds.
There were several student organizations at Crest Ridge community college. However,
for Black students looking for spaces on campus that focused on their racial and ethnic
identities, the Students African American Society and the Caribbean Students Club were
their only options. These clubs and organizations existed to provide social and cultural
outlets for Black students through on-campus events, activities, and programs.
Crest Ridge community college has open-access policies, multiple academic
missions, and affordable tuition like most other community colleges. These institutional
characteristics positioned Crest Ridge as a viable gateway for Black women to access
postsecondary education. Further, the student enrollment characteristics relative to
students' academic outcomes, coupled with the availability of opportunities for students,
including Black women, to engage in social and co-curricular aspects of college life,
made Crest Ridge community college an appropriate site to conduct this research study.
As the students of color populations at Crest Ridge college continue to grow, it is crucial
to understand how co-curricular involvement helps Black women to persist, considering
the disparity in persistence rates between this student population and their White peers.
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Participants and Sampling
Sample Size
The participants in this study were women who identified as Black/African
American and currently enrolled in a community college. These women shared how their
co-curricular activities helped them persist through their counter-stories. Qualitative
studies are typically characterized by their small sample size (Creswell & Creswell,
2018). According to Creswell and Creswell (2018), there are a variety of perspectives on
what constitutes an appropriate sample size in a qualitative research study. Therefore,
there is no one specific answer to this question. Patton (2002) argued that your sample
size depended on what you wanted to know, the purpose of the inquiry, what was at
stake, useful, credible, and what the researchers could do with time and available
resources. He further claimed that in-depth information from a small number of
information-rich cases could be very valuable to a research study (Patton, 2002). My
research study and chosen methodology sought to facilitate rich discourse with a small
group of participants. Subsequently, I selected a purposeful sample of 5 women who
identified as Black/African American and were currently enrolled in a community
college. My final number of participants was informed by data saturation.
Saturation
There was no one-size-fits-all method to reaching data saturation because study
designs are not universal (Fusch & Ness, 2015). According to Creswell & Creswell
(2018), the researcher stops collecting data when they reach the point of saturation and
when there are no new insights or revelations (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). Guidance on
achieving saturation relative to sample size in studies that use critical race counter-
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storytelling methodology is limited. Guest et al. (2006) suggested that the general
principles and concepts to data saturation included: no new data, no new themes, no new
coding, and the ability to replicate the research study.
Guest et al. (2006) proposed that data saturation could be reached by as little as
six interviews depending on the sample size. The authors suggested that for novice
researchers, it may be best to think about data saturation in terms of rich (quality) and
thick (quantity) rather than the size of the sample (Guest et al., 2006). In this approach to
addressing and operationalizing the concept of data saturation, saturation was reached at
the point in data collection and analysis when new information produced little, or no
changes to the codebook and no new themes emerged. In addition, the researcher
documented the progress of theme identification and modifications to the definitions of
themes during the research process. This approach to addressing data saturation was most
appropriate for my research study given its relatively small sample size and the
methodological approach, which inherently focused on collecting rich, thick descriptive
data through my participants' counterstories. Guest et al. (2006) also suggested that
having structured interview questions to ask each participant the same questions help
achieve data saturation. This strategy was also applicable to my study because I
conducted semi-structured interviews using an interview protocol for each interview.
Sampling Design
According to Krathwohl and Smith (2005), the primary focus of qualitative
sampling is to choose the cases from which the researcher can learn the most about the
phenomenon they are investigating. For my research study, I used homogeneous,
purposeful sampling to deliberately select participants who shared the characteristics I
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needed for my study. Using purposeful sampling also allowed the researcher to select
participants with shared characteristics that align with the objectives of their research
study and research questions (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, Maxwell, 2013; Miles et al.,
2014; Patton, 2002). Specifically, using homogeneous purposeful sampling allowed me
to select participants who identified as a Black/African American woman, enrolled at a
community college, and involved in student clubs or other co-curricular activities outside
the classroom.
Snowball Sampling. I also used snowball sampling, a non-probability sampling
method that allowed participants to recommend additional participants who met the study
criteria and shared similar characteristics as the participant who made the referral
(Krathwohl & Smith, 2005). This sampling technique allowed me to expand my sample
to meet the required sample size for my study. However, there were potential issues
inherent in these sampling approaches. Issues such as bias (an unscrupulous participant
may intentionally or unintentionally taint the data), convenience (participants schedules),
and self-non-selection (participants may choose not to be a part of the study) were factors
that I considered in each of these sampling methods. In addition, these issues could occur
despite the methodology and sampling strategy I selected. However, I closely monitored
each phase of the research process to address any bias appropriately.
I worked with the Director of Student Life, student club advisors, and other
community college staff and administrators who had direct contact with students of color
at Crest Ridge Community College to recruit participants who met the criteria for my
study. I sent an official letter of invitation to those identified students, inviting them to
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participate in the study. The letter asked potential participants to contact me by email or
phone if they were willing to participate in the research study.
Research Participants
Participants for my research study were selected based on the following criteria:
Black/African American, Women, Students. This criterion was important for
my research study because my study sought to understand how co-curricular involvement
helps Black women at community colleges to persist. In addition, studying Black women
at community colleges was important because these student populations persisted at a
significantly lower rate than their White peers at community colleges (NCES, 2015).
Therefore, I selected this student population to understand the relationship between their
co-curricular experiences and persistence.
Co-Curricular Involvement. Participants for this study needed to be involved in
a student club, cultural club, or organization or actively engaged in other types of cocurricular activities while enrolled in a community college. I selected this criterion
because my research questions focused on examining and understanding how cocurricular involvement experiences help Black women to create support systems, respond
to, and overcome multiple forms of subordination, and persist.
Enrollment at a Community College for Two or More Consecutive
Semesters. I selected this criterion as part of my research study to understand how Black
women at community colleges persist. This was an important criterion, especially since
community college students often face multiple institutional or demographical factors
that influence their persistence.
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Black/African American Women Who Would be Available for Two, One
Hour, One-on-One Interviews. This last criterion by which research participants were
selected for my study was chosen because participants needed to be available to
participate in two one-hour interviews. It was important because a substantial amount of
time was needed to have an in-depth interview that addressed various topics and factors
regarding their experiences and co-curricular involvement.
Data Collection
An important component of a qualitative research study is collecting informationrich data from multiple sources that help answer the research questions (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018). In research that utilizes critical race methods, particularly counterstories, data sources include data gathered from the research process itself, existing
literature on the topic, and the researcher's own personal and professional experiences
(Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002). My data collection sources included semi-structured
one-on-one interviews, the existing literature on the relationship between co-curricular
involvement and Black women at community college's persistence, and my field
notes/researcher's reflexive journal. Critical race methodology and critical race counterstorytelling value the experiential knowledge and lived experiences of people of color as
legitimate, appropriate, and vital to understanding, analyzing, and teaching about social
and racial injustice (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002). Data collected from interviews
were considered primary data sources in critical race methods (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001,
2002).
The second source of data in critical race methods is the existing literature on the
topic (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002). Solorzano and Yosso (2002, 2001) contended
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that the data collected in the literature review on the topic is an important data source for
identifying common themes, patterns, concepts, and connections between the interview
data and the literature. Therefore, during the data collection process, I sifted through and
continued to immerse myself in the existing literature on the topic presented in chapter 2.
I identified concepts and themes that emerged from the data and drew connections
between the literature review and my data from the interviews.
The third source of data in critical methods research and critical race counterstorytelling is the researcher's own personal and professional experiences (Solorzano &
Yosso, 2001, 2002). Solorzano and Yosso (2002, 2001) utilized Delgado Bernal's (1998)
and Strauss and Corbin's (1990) concepts of theoretical sensitivity and cultural intuition
to explain the use of the researcher's personal and professional experiences as a data
source. Theoretical sensitivity means that the researcher brings a unique awareness of the
meaning of data, insight into the data, the ability to understand the data, and the
capability to separate data that may be relevant from that which is not to their research
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The components of theoretical sensitivity include the
researcher's personal experiences, the existing literature on the topic, the researcher's
professional experiences, and the analytical research process itself (Strauss & Corbin,
1990). The degree of theoretical sensitivity the researcher brings to their research
depends on their experience with or relevant to the data and previous readings on the
topic (Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The researcher's theoretical sensitivity can also be further
enhanced and developed during the research process (Strauss & Corbin, 1990).
The researcher's other personal attribute to the research that served as a data
source is cultural intuition (Delgado Bernal, 1998). Cultural intuition is closely related to
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theoretical sensitivity; however, it extends the researcher's personal experiences to
include collective experiences and community memory (Delgado Bernal 1998). Similar
to theoretical sensitivity, this concept also included existing literature on the topic and the
researcher's professional experience (Delgado Bernal, 1998). Delgado Bernal (1998)
argued that the practitioner's knowledge that the researcher brings to their research helps
them understand differently from someone who does not have the same experiences. The
fourth source of the researcher's cultural intuition is the analytical research process itself
(Delgado Bernal, 1998). As the researcher interacts with their data, they increase their
insight and understanding of the data (Delgado Bernal, 1998). The process of making
comparisons, asking additional questions, thinking about what you are hearing, seeing,
sorting, and coding data, and identifying and developing concepts strengthens this
component of the researcher's cultural intuition. Subsequently, the complex process of
combining the researcher's personal and professional experiences, the literature on the
topic, and analyzing the data from a central position in the research study achieves
cultural intuition (Delgado Bernal, 1998).
As a Black woman, my personal and professional experiences and my central
place in my research study were relevant to this topic and served as a source of data.
According to Neumann and Peterson (1997), research is a personal experience that tightly
intertwines the researcher and their research. Research is as much a part of the
researcher's life history as it is part of her profession. The authors suggested that the
relational nature of research connects the research to the researcher's daily existence with
her children, spouse, friends, and others who comprise the personal tapestry of her life
(Neumann & Peterson, 1997). The insights from being and living as a Black woman
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provided me, as the researcher, with a level of cultural intuition and theoretical sensitivity
that applied to my research study and was different from other scholars.
Further, my cultural intuition came from my personal experiences influenced by ancestral
wisdom, community memory, and intuition, including my experiences as a college
student, my involvement in co-curricular activities, and connections with my peers. In
addition, my professional experiences as a community college administrator, mentor, and
student club advisor also served as a source of my cultural intuition. Finally, the existing
literature on the co-curricular involvement experiences of Black women and the
analytical and data analysis process I engaged in from a central position in my study also
strengthened my cultural intuition.
Interview Data
I used semi-structured one-on-one interviews to collect the counter-stories of the
participants in my research study. These counter-stories provided rich narratives that
helped me describe and understand how co-curricular involvement may help Black
women at community colleges persist (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002; Yosso, 2006).
The available literature on critical race counter-storytelling methodology did not provide
sufficient guidance on conducting multiple rounds of semi-structured interviews to
collect data relevant to the design of my research study. Subsequently, I used an
interview methodology from phenomenological research to guide my interview data
collection as it closely aligned with giving voice to participants' stories and lived
experiences. Phenomenological research traditionally involves conducting multiple
focused interviews to gather data from participants about their lived experiences relative
to the phenomenon the researcher is examining (Lautherbach, 2018; Seidman, 2006). I
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used Seidman's (2006) method of conducting interviews to support my interview data
collection strategy.
Seidman's (2006) method of interviewing involved three rounds of semistructured interviews with each participant. The first focused on questions about the
participants' history and context, the second on participants reconstructing the experience,
and the third focused on the participants reflecting on the meaning of their experience
(Seidman, 2006). For my research study, I used two rounds of interviews which required
me to combine the second and third rounds into one round. In the first round of
interviews, participants recalled and shared their history and stories within the context of
attending a community college and being involved in co-curricular activities. In the
second round of interviews, participants reconstructed their experiences relative to their
co-curricular involvement experiences. Finally, they reflected on the meaning of these
experiences related to their persistence and academic success. Conducting two rounds of
interviews was more realistic for my study because it was challenging for my participants
to commit to three rounds of interviews based on their varied responsibilities, including
academics, work, family, and other commitments.
Before the interviews, I sent participants an email that explained the study, its
purpose, and the details regarding how their participation and any data they shared during
the study would be protected. I informed participants that I would record their interviews
on primary and secondary digital recording devices, each interview would last for
approximately one hour, and their information would remain confidential. I provided the
interview and audio/videotaping recording consent forms (Appendices A and B) to each
student before their scheduled interviews. They reviewed, signed, and returned the forms
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before the interview or provided a written statement via email giving their consent to
participate in the study. The consent forms reiterated the purpose of the study, including
information that discussed their agreement to participate in the study, discussed the
confidentiality of participant identities, and restated that participation in the study was
voluntary. (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Rossman & Rallis, 2017). Finally, I scheduled
the interviews via email or text message.
I conducted both rounds of interviews using either the audio or video features on
Zoom. Participants selected which option worked best based on ease of use, comfort
level, convenience, and access to technology. I scheduled the interviews at times that
were convenient for the participants. I also reminded them about the date and time of
their interviews and provided the Zoom details and instructions on how to access and use
the software at least five days before their interviews. I also reiterated the security
features of Zoom and how I would record the interviews (Zoom Video Communications
Inc., 2019). Participants were also informed that they could contact me if they had any
questions or concerns about the actual interviews or their participation in the study. I also
reiterated to each participant that because their involvement in my research study was
voluntary, they could choose not to answer specific questions and completely withdraw
from the study at any point without penalty.
Zoom Interviews. Interviews were conducted virtually with participants in a
quiet space using Zoom. According to Sullivan (2012), conducting in-depth face-to-face
interviews using videoconferencing technologies mimic and are almost as authentic as inperson face-to-face interviews. Videoconferencing technologies like Zoom allowed both
the researcher and participant to observe verbal cues. As a result, some participants were
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even more comfortable expressing their true selves during a video interview than they
may have done in an in-person interview (Archibald et al., 2019; Sullivan, 2012).
Conducting interviews virtually also allowed the researcher to go back and analyze nonverbal and facial cues that they may have missed during the actual interview (Archibald
et al., 2019; Sullivan, 2012). In addition, according to Archibald et al. (2019), conducting
interviews using Zoom offers researchers enhanced data management and security
features like recording, storing data, and built-in backup of data to local and cloud-based
sources (Zoom Video Communications Inc., 2019). Both participants and researchers
have also cited zoom as a convenient, user-friendly, simple, cost-effective, and timeeffective tool for conducting qualitative research interviews (Archibald et al., 2019).
I also recorded field notes during each interview to document what was shared
immediately afterward. These field notes were valuable to my research. Rubin and Rubin
(2012) suggested that having an initial informal conversation with participants before the
interview helps build trust and makes them feel comfortable sharing their responses to the
interview questions. At the beginning of the interviews, I formally introduced myself to
each participant and asked them to tell me about themselves to build trust. I sent
participants a thank you email after each interview. I asked if I could contact them if I
had additional questions or clarify information shared during the interviews.
Interview Protocol. I used interview protocols (Appendices C and D) to obtain
data and create knowledge on the relationship between co-curricular involvement and
persistence for Black women at community colleges. Each interview protocol consisted
of 7 questions and sub-questions based on a few broad topics derived from the literature,
applicable theories, and research questions. Each protocol started with broad tour
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questions to set the participants at ease then narrowed the dialogue to more detailed
questions. I used this approach to establish a level of trust and comfort with each
participant and create a space in which they felt comfortable sharing their personal
experiences and narratives with me. Rubin and Rubin (2012) asserted that this principle
ensures that the participants did not feel restricted by the narrower questions that I asked
early in the interview and failed to raise additional issues that may be relevant and
important to my research topic. I prepared the interview protocols in advance and used
them consistently during all the interviews. The protocols included an introduction, the
interview content questions with probes, and the closing instructions (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018).
I used an interview guide approach generally used in qualitative studies because it
allowed me to elicit rich, long descriptive narrative responses about the participants'
experiences (Creswell & Creswell, 2018, Miles et al., 2014; Rossman & Rallis, 2017).
The interview protocols included open-ended questions that were asked of each
participant. However, participants were allowed to steer the conversation based on how
they chose to frame and structure their responses. I also used a semi-structured interview
format to use the interview protocols as guides for structuring the interviews and the
topics I wanted to cover. It also allowed the participants to have a fair degree of freedom
during the conversation to determine what they wanted to talk about, how much they
wanted to share, and how they chose to express it. Further, I used attention and
continuation probes and asked follow-up questions based on individual participant
responses to solicit more details during each interview (Rossman & Rallis, 2017; Rubin
& Rubin, 2012).
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Pilot Testing. I pilot tested the interview protocols before conducting the
interviews. Pilot testing helped me assess if my interview questions aligned with my
research questions and if they adequately solicited the thick, rich, and in-depth responses
required for counter-storytelling (Yosso, 2006; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002, 2001). Further,
pilot testing my interview protocol helped me assess how long each interview would take
and identify any potential for participant fatigue (Creswell & Creswell, 2018). I tested
each interview protocol on two individuals who met the criteria of the participants I had
identified for my study. I made a few revisions to my protocols following the pilot test
based on the comments, feedback, and recommendations from the individuals who
participated in the pilot test (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).
Reflexive Journal
Throughout the research process, I maintained a self-reflexive journal. I
documented my research agenda, shared my own experiences, memories, counter-story,
and provided transparency during the research process. Since I used critical race methods
as my research methodology, the information captured in my reflexive journal was an
important data source (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002). My journal also provided an
instrument for me to engage in self-reflection throughout the research process and space
to create meaning from the literature and data (Berryman et al., 2013). My virtual
observations of the participants during the interviews, field notes, and analytical memos
were also documented in my journal and considered during my research process.
According to Maxwell (2013), field notes and analytical memos allow researchers to
record what they see and hear in their data and develop tentative ideas about categories
and relationships.

81

Data Analysis
The analysis and implementation of critical race methodology and critical race
counter-storytelling in educational research was addressed by several scholars (Delgado
& Stefancic, 2012; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Solorzano & Yosso, 2001, 2002).
According to Miles et al. (2014) qualitative data analysis is an iterative and continuous
process. The researcher moves through the stages of data collection, data condensation,
data display, and verifying/drawing conclusions from the data. The main task of engaging
in qualitative data analysis is to essentially describe how people in particular settings
come to understand, account for, take action and manage their day-to-day situations
(Miles et al., 2014). Subsequently, a researcher who uses critical race methodology must
understand the qualitative research analysis process. This ensures that the data will be
analyzed appropriately to represent the research participants' voices, narratives, and lived
experiences—failure to accurately tell the participant's counter-stories further silences
and disempower them.
Coding
My research study's data collection and analysis processes were conducted
simultaneously, using preliminary data to inform future data collection. Miles et al.
(2014) strongly advised that researchers engage in concurrent data collection and
analysis. This concurrent process helps the researcher to generate strategies for collecting
better data. It makes analysis an ongoing process and serves to correct built-in blind spots
in the research study. I began the data analysis process by listening to each interview
recording in its entirety before transcribing it. Maxwell (2013) suggested that this step
provides the researcher with an opportunity to engage in data analysis. I also reviewed
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interviews that were video recorded, looking for any missed cues or information that I did
not capture during the actual interview before transcribing it. After I transcribed the
interview, I read the transcript then began the coding process. My data analysis process
included two first cycle coding methods and a second cycle coding method.
The interviews and existing literature on the topic presented in the literature
review in chapter 2 were coded and analyzed during the data analysis process. Critical
race methodology and counter-storytelling recognized the existing literature on the topic
as a data source that adds value and richness to the research study (Solorzano & Yosso,
2001; 2002, Yosso, 2006). I also coded and analyzed my reflections, counter-story, and
documented experiences from my reflexive journal. My journal also included the notes I
recorded during the interviews with participants. The data in my journal added additional
depth and richness to the study.
First Cycle Coding - In Vivo Coding. I used in vivo coding as my first cycle
coding method, which allowed me to use words or phrases from the participants'
language to organize the data into categories that reflected patterns in the data. According
to Miles et al. (2014), in vivo coding is appropriate for almost all qualitative studies;
however, it is beneficial for studies that focus on prioritizing and honoring the
participant's voice and would be appropriate for analyzing the data gathered from my
research participants. It includes folk or indigenous terms from a particular cultural group
or subculture (Miles et al., 2014). This feature was significant to my research study
because it allowed me to capture my participant's own words and phrases in the codes
that emerge from the coding process. Phrases that repeatedly occurred in the data
identified regular patterns in the research study setting. In vivo codes were placed in
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quotation marks to differentiate them from codes generated by the researcher. After
completing the first coding cycle for each interview, I reread each transcript to look for
any themes that emerged before commencing the second coding cycle.
First Cycle Coding - Values Coding. Using critical race counter-storytelling as
the methodological approach for conducting my research study required that I honored
the counter-stories of my participants by understanding and identifying the implicit and
explicit values expressed in their stories. Failure to respectfully honor and portray my
participants' narratives and voices would serve to silence and further disempower them.
For these reasons, I used values coding to conduct another first cycle coding of the
interview data. Using values coding is appropriate for qualitative studies that explore
cultural values, intrapersonal and interpersonal participant experiences, and studies that
focus on oral history (Miles et al., 2014; Saldana, 2016). According to Saldana (2016),
values coding is applied to data that reflect a participant's values, attitudes, and beliefs
and represent their worldview or perspectives on a particular topic. Values are things,
people, or ideas that individuals place importance on, while an attitude is how individuals
think and feel about themselves, another person, thing, or idea (Saldana, 2016). Beliefs
are a system of our values, attitudes, experiences, opinions, morals, and prejudices
(Saldana, 2016). Using values coding helped me understand what my research
participants valued in connection to their lived experiences as Black women at a
community college. Further, it was an appropriate strategy for helping me determine
which of the majoritarian narratives the participants' counter-stories corroborated or
contradicted.
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Second Cycle Coding - Pattern Coding. I used pattern coding for my second
cycle coding. Pattern coding allowed me to group my in vivo codes and values codes into
a smaller number of categories, themes, values, or constructs (Miles et al., 2014). Miles et
al. (2014) described pattern codes as explanatory codes that identify emergent themes,
explanations, or configurations in the data. This type of second cycle coding combines
large amounts of data into a smaller number of analytical units. Maxwell (2013)
described pattern coding as looking for connections and relationships between the data.
The process of looking for connecting relationships in the data helps to search for rules,
causes, and explanations in the data, examining social networks and patterns of human
relationships (Maxwell, 2013; Saldana, 2016). Pattern coding allowed me to relate every
segment of the data I collected through the counter-stories of the research participants to
an appropriate concept identified in the coding process. I used the literature related to my
research topic, the theories associated with the phenomenon I was studying, and the
actual data to help inform any connections I found in the data.
Themes. I used the pattern codes to identify emergent themes and sub-themes
from my data. According to Saldana (2016), a theme is the result of coding, categorizing,
and analyzing data in qualitative research studies. Looking for themes and sub-themes in
the data is especially applicable to interviews and participant-generated data (Sladana,
2016). A theme gives meaning to a unit of data (Saldana, 2016). Identifying themes in my
data began with organizing my pattern codes into categories and then reducing them into
salient themes. I used the themes to interpret the data, provide meaning to the data, make
assertions about the phenomenon I was studying, and present my research findings.

85

Codebook. As part of my data analysis process, I created a codebook consisting
of a compilation of codes, a detailed description of each code, inclusion and exclusion
criteria, and a typical code example (Saldana, 2016). Codes are tags or labels used to
assign meaning to descriptive information (Miles & Huberman, 1994). I used the
codebook to code every data that I collected. Using codes and a codebook helped
improve reliability in my data analysis process because it created a structure and
agreement around definition, constructs, and themes during the coding process that
provided a level of consistency. The codebook also helped me stay organized during the
coding process and quickly locate quotes that represented the codes and themes in the
coded data.
Validity and Trustworthiness
According to Maxwell (2013), a researcher's understanding of validity threats and
strategies to address them are vital components of a qualitative research study proposal
and design. Validity refers to the correctness or credibility of a description, conclusion,
explanation, and interpretation of the data by the researcher (Lincoln & Guba, 1985;
Maxwell, 2013). Validity threats include the existence of alternative interpretations or
explanations of the data and the conclusions drawn by the researcher (Maxwell, 2013).
Two validity threats that qualitative researchers must address are researcher bias and
reactivity. As a qualitative researcher, my beliefs, assumptions, expectations, and
interpretations of the data were subjective components of my research study. To address
researcher bias and reactivity, I first identified my biases then identified strategies for
managing them as I conducted my study.
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Lincoln and Guba (1985) contended that the trustworthiness of a research study
determines its worth. The authors recommended four criteria for developing
trustworthiness, including establishing credibility, dependability, confirmability, and
transferability. Credibility refers to whether there is "truth" in the findings and
interpretation of the data (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Dependability refers to the reliability
of the data over time and under similar conditions (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Confirmability is concerned with establishing that the data represents the participants'
voice and the conditions of the inquiry and not the researcher's biases (Lincoln & Guba,
1985). Finally, transferability refers to how the research findings can be applied in other
settings or to other groups (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). As I conducted my research study
and engaged in the data collection and analysis processes, I used member checking and
reflexivity to enhance the validity and trustworthiness of my research.
Member Checking
Member checking is an important technique for establishing credibility and
dependability in a qualitative research study. This method of establishing validity and
trustworthiness is fundamental when collecting data using critical race methodology and
counter-storytelling. It helps the researcher ensure that they are accurately documenting
participants' stories. Member checking can occur at different stages of the research
process, including during the actual interview by the researcher, restating or summarizing
the responses made by the research participant to determine the accuracy of the
information (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). This method of member checking allows each
participant to correct or challenge any perceived understandings made by the researcher.
During the actual interview, member checking allows participants to provide additional
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information or clarify information they have already shared. I engaged in member
checking during the interviews with participants by restating and summarizing
information to ensure that it was clear and accurate. Another way of engaging in member
checking is by providing participants with a copy of their interview transcript before data
analysis to correct and clarify information or add additional information. I shared each
participant's counter-story with them to correct and clarify information and add any
additional information they wanted to share as part of their stories. This method of
member checking ensured that I was being diligent and purposeful about capturing and
sharing an accurate and complete account of each participant's complete counter-story.
When using critical race counter-storytelling, the researcher does not further serve
to disempower and silence marginalized participants. Engaging in member checking
throughout the data collection and analysis processes helped to provide an accurate
account of each participant's story and correct interpretations of my data. Member
checking also helped me provide authentic, credible, and dependable research findings
that gave voice to, empowered, and transformed the lives of my participants. This, in
turn, improved the validity and trustworthiness of my research study (Creswell &
Creswell, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Reflexivity
The position or perspective of the researcher shapes the research. This means that
the researcher's background will affect what they choose to investigate, the angle of the
investigation, the methods they determine are most appropriate, the findings they
consider most appropriate, and how they frame and communicate the conclusions
(Malterud, 2001). In research studies that use Critical race methodology, counter-
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storytelling the researcher's professional and personal experiences is an important data
source (Solorzano & Yosso, 2001; 2002; Yosso, 2006). This is different from other types
of research methodologies and academic research studies in which the researcher is
invisible, and their voice is removed from the data (Brayboy & Chin, 1996; Solorzano &
Yosso, 2001; 2002; Yosso, 2006). Morris and Parker (2019) also argued that in studies
that use Critical Race Theory and critical race methodology, the researcher's identity,
influence, and ways of seeing the world help shape all aspects of their research study.
Subsequently, the central role of the researcher in the study means that their counterstories, perspective, and position are included in the study.
I used reflexive journaling throughout the research process to document and
reflect on what was happening during each stage of the research study. According to
Lincoln and Guba (1985), reflexivity is an attitude of systematically attending to the
context of knowledge construction during the research process, especially by the
researcher. I used the reflexive journal to document methodological decisions, the
reasons behind those decisions, the logistics of the study, and reflections on what was
happening in the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I also used the journal to document my
counter-story, perspectives, and experiences related to my research, because it was
important to be transparent about them and how they might impact my study. Some
scholars believe that including how the researcher's preconceptions, beliefs, values,
assumptions, and position could come into play during the research process is valuable
and essential to addressing researcher bias and threats to validity (Lincoln & Guba, 1985;
Malterud, 2001). Therefore, I discussed how my own experiences, values, beliefs,
preconceptions, assumptions, and experiences came into play in my research study.
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Data Triangulation
Miles et al. (2014) suggested that data triangulation helps to produce dependable
findings and adds rigor and depth to a research study. Data triangulation aims to help
overcome the intrinsic bias that comes from using a single method, single-observer, and
single-theory in the research study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). I used multiple data
collection sources to help triangulate my data and reduce the risk of any conclusions I
drew from the study being biased by one method of collecting data (Maxwell, 2013).
Using multiple data sources also helped to enhance the phenomenon I was studying by
ensuring it was rich, robust, comprehensive, and well developed. I used interviews with
participants, existing literature on the topic, and my reflexive journal as data sources to
accomplish this. Data triangulation helped to increase the credibility and validity of the
data through a method of cross-checking data from multiple sources to search for
regularities in the data (Rossman & Rallis, 2017). It also increased the credibility of any
conclusions that I drew from my data (Rossman & Rallis, 2017).
Thick, Vivid Descriptions
Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested that thick, vivid descriptions achieve the
transferability and authenticity of a qualitative research study and thus the study's
external validity. The authors posited that if a phenomenon is described in sufficient
detail, one can begin to evaluate the extent to which any conclusions drawn from the
study are transferable to other times, settings, situations, and people (Lincoln & Guba,
1985). Inherent in using critical race methodology, counter-storytelling is using thick,
rich data of participants' everyday lives and experiences to add greater value to the
theoretical, empirical, and scholarly insights of academic writing (Brayboy & Chin,
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1996). To achieve transferability in my research study, I provided a detailed account of
my data collection experiences, including the pattern of cultural and social relationships
within the context.
Limitations
This research study aimed to understand how co-curricular involvement may help
Black women at community colleges to persist. Therefore, it was limited to participants
who self-identified as Black and currently enrolled in an associate degree or certificate
program at a community college. Participants were also limited to students who met the
above criteria and were involved in a student club, organization, or actively engaged in
other types of educational or social activities on campus while enrolled in a community
college. Finally, the research study was limited to community colleges because the
student population demographics of these institutions met the criteria of the research
study and allowed me to have access to the student populations I was interested in
studying. Although persistence for all marginalized student populations, including Black
and Latino men and students enrolled in all types of higher education institutions, is a
growing concern for higher education leaders, this study only examined this phenomenon
concerning Black women enrolled at a community college.
Ethical Considerations
As a college administrator, I have a vested interest in the persistence and
academic success of Black women. In addition, I am passionate about this topic as I
guide and mentor students of color in my role as a student club advisor and college
administrator. Therefore, I did not engage any participants or collect data for this research
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study before appropriate approval from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Rowan
University and the institution at which the study was conducted.
Participant Confidentiality
According to Creswell (2018), respecting privacy and maintaining the
confidentiality of participants in qualitative research is crucial. Creswell (2018) suggested
that names should be disassociated from responses during the recording and coding
process to protect participants' privacy. Using pseudonyms or aliases for individuals and
places helped protect participants' identities. I collected most of my data through
voluntary digitally recorded, in-depth, video, or audio interviews with participants. The
confidentiality of the participants was strictly maintained to protect their identity. I
allowed each participant to choose a pseudonym to protect their identity. The security of
the data was my primary responsibility. I secured all recordings, field notes, memos, and
documents gathered during this study on an institutional required and approved cloudbased storage drive. All written materials resulting from the study, including interview
transcripts also included the self-selected pseudonyms to protect the identity of
participants. Further, the setting for my study was assigned a pseudonym to protect its
identity. After this research study concluded, I destroyed all interview recordings and
stripped field notes of identifying information.
The participants in this research study completed interview consent and
audio/videotape recording consent forms (Appendices A and B) that explained how I
would maintain the confidentiality of their identity and location. Further, I carefully
ensured that specifics about college location, demographics, and other identifiable
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information that may threaten the confidentiality of participants or institutions were
excluded.
This research study posed no risk or harm to any participant. The participants'
confidentiality was not affected. Participants were informed that they could withdraw
from the study at any time without penalty and had the right to request that their
interview data be excluded from the study. The participants in this study did not benefit
directly from the research. They had an opportunity to speak with someone interested in
hearing their experiences regarding involvement, persistence, and college completion at a
community college. The data gathered from the interviews will help institutional leaders,
practitioners, and policymakers understand the factors that assist Black women at
community colleges to persist and complete their academic programs.
Further, it will help institutions prioritize policies that increase graduation rates for these
underserved student populations. According to Booth et al. (2008), ethics address
connections with communities and our choices. During this research study, my choices
were guided and made to produce an ethical report with the utmost integrity.
Institutional Review Board and Approval
The federal government mandates institutions to establish Institutional Review
Boards (IRB) that provide ethical and regulatory oversight of research that involves
human subjects (Krathwohl & Smith, 2005). The IRB ensures that no unwarranted stress,
physical or emotional harm comes to participants involved in research studies. IRB
approval was required from each participating institution and Rowan University to
conduct research at New Jersey community colleges. I followed the processes and
procedures to request IRB approval from each college. Additionally, I documented the
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research subjects' protection, privacy, and confidentiality in the interview consent and
audio/videotape recording consent forms (Appendices A and B). Permission to
participate in the study was obtained from participants before any data was collected.
Findings and Conclusion
My research study, including the design, data collection, and analysis, was guided
by the three central research questions identified earlier in this chapter. The methods I
outlined above were used to guide and enhance the quality of the collected data and
represent my research participants' lived experiences accurately and authentically. I used
the strategies I discussed in this chapter to establish my research findings' credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Additionally, I
carefully analyzed the data I collected to respectfully share the counter-stories of my
research participants and to interpret and present my conclusions and research findings in
a way that makes a meaningful contribution to the field of education. I hope that my
methodological approach to this research study served as a means of empowering and
emancipating my research participants through the process of sharing their counterstories. Chapter 4 will present the participants' counter-stories.
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Chapter 4
The Participants Counterstories
This qualitative research study aimed to understand how involvement in cocurricular activities may help Black women at community colleges persist. I used critical
race counter-storytelling to provide Black women at community colleges with an
opportunity to be represented in research and to examine the relationship between cocurricular involvement and college persistence for this student population. The
counterstories and finding from this research study also challenged the use of traditional
majoritarian theories, frameworks, and institutional praxis that are based on the
experiences of White, male traditional-aged college students enrolled at four-year
institutions to understand the co-curricular involvement experiences of Black women at
community colleges. Further, this study sought to understand how co-curricular
involvement may help Black women at community colleges create support systems to
respond to and overcome institutional forms of oppression and subordination, which
helps them to persist.
In this chapter, I introduced each of my five research participants: Troi, Korra,
Renee, Aurora, and Sarah, by sharing their narratives, followed by a critical analysis of
the six themes that emerged from the data. According to Fernandez (2002), the stories
gathered using Critical Race Theory and critical race counter-storytelling methodology
are mediated communicative events constructed by the researcher and the participant.
Although these stories are not the complete or pure narratives of the participants, they are
still valuable stories and testimonies to racism and other forms of oppression (Fernandez,
2002). Subsequently, the counterstories presented in this chapter were mediated and
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constructed by me, a Black immigrant, woman, and doctoral candidate, and my
conversations with each of the five research participants. These counterstories were
created using the methodological norms of narrative research, which involves the telling
and retelling participants' stories and accounts of their lived experiences (Berry &
Bowers Cook, 2019, Creswell, 2013). Using a narrative inquiry methodological approach
to retell the stories of the five participants in this study aligned with the practices of other
critical race education scholars who have engaged in this type of research (Solorzano,
1989; Solorzano & Yosso, 2001; 2002). These are the counterstories of Troi, Korra,
Renee, Aurora, and Sarah.
Troi's Story
"This is a comeback story."
Like many other Black women, Troi was taught that going to college and getting a
good job would lead to a successful life. This was something that her parents instilled in
her from an early age. She believed that attending a four-year college or university would
provide a pathway to change her life and physical environment. Troi enrolled in the fouryear college that was the most affordable option available to her upon graduating from
high school. She explained that she was not adequately prepared for college both socially
and academically and learning was not her motivation for being there. Instead, she
viewed going away to college as a way to escape from her circumstances and as an
opportunity to gain her freedom. Troi did not do well in her classes. She lost her financial
aid and eventually dropped out of college. She returned home to live with her mom and
planned to attend Crest Ridge community college for a semester or a year at most and
then return to her four-year school.
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Troi explained that she had no expectations when she enrolled at Crest Ridge.
Attending a community college was a temporary option for her until she could improve
her grades and get back into her four-year school; however, her community college
experiences turned out to be more than she expected. She said:
When I got there, I wasn't expecting anything from it. I wasn't expecting to gain
anything. Like, I said, I was going there to go here. I’m going to class and I'm
going home. I'm not joining a club, I'm not getting a job there. I don't care to meet
people. I was in and out. That's really what I was going there for, but my overall
experience was completely different than what I was expecting.
Troi's socioeconomic situation, including having to support herself and pay for school,
weighed on her heavily and was a significant factor she had to contend with as a student.
Like other community college students, she had to figure out how to juggle school, work,
and other obligations. She shared that having two or three jobs while being enrolled in
school had always been a part of her lived experiences, and earning money sometimes
became the priority over school:
There was no point that I was a student, and I wasn't also working at least one job
at the same time, whether it was on-campus, or off-campus. I was just constantly
working. There were several times where I took a break from school because I
wanted to focus on working because, at that point, money was more of a priority
for me. I didn't have the tools or the support, or the mental capacity to juggle both
school and work at the same time. Sometimes, I had to choose between the two
and I always ended up choosing work because working was more important than
being in school for me, at that point.
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She further explained that although navigating school and work were challenging and
exhausting, school provided her with a sense of normalcy. She said: “I guess I could just
be me, I could just be a young adult, a college student…it was also a huge relief from
everything outside of school for me.” Experiencing college as a "normal" student also
had a lot to do with her getting involved in co-curricular activities on campus.
During her second year at Crest Ridge Community College, Troi realized that she
would be there for longer than she had planned to be and was more open to getting
involved on campus. So, when a friend encouraged her to join the Students African
American Society (SAS), she took advantage of the opportunity. She shared that joining a
student club was one of the best decisions she made. Being a member of a club provided
her with opportunities to network and meet people with whom she shared similar
experiences.
There you would meet a bunch of people that you have some similarities with,
you have some differences. But you learn how other people operate. You get to
meet people, you make friends. You might bump heads, but you learn how to talk
through things. You learn how to collaborate, you learn how to network and stuff,
which is really fun. It was nice, just to be around people who look like me, but
then also didn't look like me, who had similar experiences, but also had
completely different experiences. Some of us talked the same and some of us
didn't but we all came together for this one commonality, this one similarity that
we had. Just all being Black or African American, or from the Caribbean or
whatever. We were all Black.
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Troi felt that she had found a social community on campus through the club and a safe
space where she was comfortable being herself.
With the support of her club advisors, Troi became the President of SAS, which
she never thought was possible. It was important for the club to be a safe space on
campus where students could express themselves freely without the fear of being judged.
In addition, Troi wanted to create a community where Black students could get advice
from their peers who may be experiencing similar struggles and a space where they could
respect themselves. Troi recognized that Black women are forced to deal with stressful
and frustrating situations at home, in the classroom, on their jobs, and in society. These
situations sometimes became so overwhelming that they resulted in Black women not
persisting in college. Troi best described these challenges as: "life really tries Black
people in general, but it tries Black women differently." She admitted that there were
times when she had felt so overwhelmed that she wanted to quit school.
Troi's motivation for making the club a safe space for Black women had a lot to
do with her own experiences with feeling unwelcome in shared public spaces on campus.
Like on many other college campuses across the United States, the cafeteria at CR was a
popular place where students gathered to eat and socialize between classes or after
school. However, this was one of those spaces where she felt she could not be herself.
Like, you know, we can’t just be ourselves in whatever space that we have. It's
kind of hard to do that when you have shared spaces. It's hard to do that when you
have public places because when you are unapologetically Black whether you're,
laughing loud, or you’re cracking on people or just vibing and talking, you still
have to be aware that you are talking loudly, or you are being animated or
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whatever. People would complain and be like, Oh, you're too loud, or Oh, why are
you like that? Or people don't want to be around you? Or they think you are
fighting…You feel like you want to occupy this shared public space but you're
not always welcomed…other people are uncomfortable with you occupying that
space, or occupying their space so you're always going to keep in mind that you
have to tone it down a little bit or keep it together, or whatever, or just act
“normal” and not my normal, but, you know, the acceptable “normal” just so I
don't make anyone uncomfortable, or I don't have people complaining and
sending security up to see what’s going on. I shouldn't have to go through that
experience when I'm literally just minding my own Black business. I don't
understand why I can't just be Black in a public space. Why is that so unsettling to
people? Why does that bother you? Why does that make you uncomfortable?
Why can't I socialize the way that I socialize with other people who are
socializing the same way that I do? Why is that a threat? Why is that a nuisance?
Having to endure these types of experiences on campus was also why Troi joined SAS.
She felt like she could be herself in the club without the fear of being policed or the social
pressures of having to act a certain way.
Troi's co-curricular involvement activities also led to her making connections and
creating a support system and network of people on campus who she described as an
important part of her academic success at Crest Ridge. Specifically, her connections with
her student club advisors allowed her to access resources on campus that she never knew
about before she joined the club. These connections helped her so successfully navigate
the institution. She explained:

100

Before I met these people, I didn't even know about most of the resources that
were available to me, at a community college. I knew some things but a lot of
things I didn't know. I didn't know who to speak to. So, through these clubs and
meeting people, I kind of created a support network, I guess. And I got to know
certain advisors. They would tell me, go speak to this person in this office or this
department. Talk to this student, because they had a similar situation as you do so
they might understand what you're going through or whatever. So that was really
great support.
Her advisors also helped her seek out the support she needed to improve her grades
which put her on a path to academic success. First, however, she needed to establish a
level of trust with her advisors to share with them that she was struggling in her classes.
Before I got involved in co-curricular activities, I was struggling, even at my
previous institution. When I started community college, I was still struggling. I
had a 1.18 GPA, and I was keeping that to myself. No one knew about it because I
didn't talk about it. Until one day Anika and I were talking, and she said, do you
know that they can see everyone's GPA and they’re not, looking very good. I felt
bad. I thought I could hide it. I was embarrassed. But it's not like I can't come
back from this. Like, this is a comeback story. Once I got involved and I had my
emotional and social support systems, I was motivated to do better academically. I
talked to people and figured out what I needed to turn things around. I changed
my major to make it work better for me and started taking courses that I needed to
retake and trying to work on my GPA. Then I started making the Dean's list and
getting 4.0’s. I rebuilt my GPA from 1.1 to 3.1. I feel like, if I didn't get involved
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in extracurricular activities, I wouldn't have been able to rebuild my GPA.
Honestly, I probably would have dropped out because my academics weren't
improving. And because of my poor academic performance, I lost my financial
aid. I was working to put myself through school, but I was working to pay for
classes that I was failing. So, it was like I'm just wasting time and wasting money.
I wasn't really getting anywhere.
Troi also described her advisors as compassionate, supportive, and authentic, especially
when she felt overwhelmed and wanted to quit school and the club. She had never
experienced this type of support. She shared, “the knowledge, the wisdom, the

compassion, the authenticity, the connection… I had never experienced before in my
life.” Troi felt that having connections with club advisors who looked like her, shared
similar experiences, and cared deeply about her, and her academic success made SAS
feel like a family to her and the other students who were members of the club.
Interestingly, being a student leader helped Troi remain enrolled in college,
especially when things were difficult for her, and she wanted to drop out. She shared that
being a student leader was frustrating and challenging at times, mainly because she did
not feel prepared to be a leader. Troi also thought she suffered from imposter syndrome
and often questioned whether she was equipped or qualified to lead on campus. She
noted:
I didn’t know what to do. I didn't think anyone was going to follow me. Basically,
like, who am I? Who am I to get in front of people and be like, I'm your President.
I felt so uncomfortable doing that because I didn't feel like I was equipped for
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that. I didn't feel like I was accomplished enough for that. I didn't feel like I knew
what I was doing.
Troi realized that being a student leader was instrumental to her changing her opinion
about college because she was successful at doing something that she was not confident
about undertaking initially. With the support of her advisors, she gained the confidence
and skills she needed to lead her peers. She also enjoyed being a student again and being
involved in the club. She said:
I feel like my perspective and my attitude towards school and learning in higher
education changed because of my experiences as a student leader. I feel like if it
wasn't for that like I said before, I probably would have dropped out. I probably
would have just given up on school and just gotten a job…I wasn't enjoying
school for a long time. It became like a job and a business. I had to pay for it
(college). I had so many other things going on that I wasn't really enjoying much
of anything. I was in school because I have to do this, but it wasn't fun. I wasn't
motivated to do anything. I just wanted to get through it. So being in my club,
made me enjoy being at school and not just being able to enjoy a class again, it
was also just being able to enjoy being around people.
Further, she found that being a student leader helped her grow and evolve as a student
and human being.
Troi felt that she had a personal responsibility to the SAS club and her peers. This
sense of responsibility made her feel committed to the club even when things got
complicated in her personal life, and she felt like quitting school. She was proud of the
safe space she had created for her peers and felt like she needed to maintain it. Being a
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leader grounded Troi and helped her remain focused on her academics and school. She
said:
I feel like my experience with SAS and being a President, all that other stuff set
my foundation or fortified my foundation. In the beginning, I was a little shaky,
but it helped me to stabilize. Then I started to build on top of that and branch out
and kept moving forward, building up and outward. I feel that experience made
me feel like it was, it was a good idea to come to college.
Being involved in the club and being a student leader on campus significantly influenced
Troi's ability and her decision to persist at Crest Ridge, even though her circumstances
made it challenging to do so at times.
Troi shared that she did not join the club with expectations of developing authentic
and lasting friendships, but she found connections through her involvement in SAS. She
admitted that she needed these connections and the friendships she cultivated with her
peers. In addition, her SAS friends were a source of emotional and social support during
those times when she was dealing with stressful situations outside of school:
I developed real friendships, lasting friendships, through my clubs. The social
support didn't stop at having people to talk, hang out with, have fun with and play
games with, it also became a resource for emotional support. When things got
hard, or stressful, or I have stuff going on at home, or personal issues, I have
people who are there for me, or there with me. That was something that I never
really felt like I had. So it was surprising to find that.
Troi also opened up about seeking counseling resources on campus due to getting
involved in the club and meeting people. This was another resource that she did not know
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was available to her as a student, and she was able to work on improving other aspects of
her life that were a struggle.
It wasn't until I went to Crest Ridge that I found a counselor. Not to say she was
like a miracle worker, but at least going to her and talking with her helped me
gain perspective on myself. I was able to kind of remove myself from my
situation, but not in a bad way, in a healthy way to be able to see the bigger
picture…work on processing and healing from certain things and growing and
learning and understanding myself better. So along with the help from her and the
emotional and social support that I was getting in my co-curricular activities, I
feel like all of that together kind of help, like, with those struggles that I was
dealing with.
While Troi was able to find the support she needed to navigate college successfully, she
realized that there was no type of institutional support to help Black women or Black
students in general persist and succeed at Crest Ridge Community College. The Black
students created their own safe spaces on campus because there had no designated spaces.
Troi shared that they had to fight to keep those safe spaces. She explained:
Overall, I don't feel like there is any real support for Black people or Black
women in particular. Sorry, I don't really see that at work. I feel like we kind of
have to do our own thing. We have to fight to create our own space. Now that we
have this space, we have to fight to keep this space. Because for any reason that
space can be taken away.
Troi shared that Crest Ridge dismantled the OMA office, and the students lost their space
and an advisor who cared about their success. Troi's sentiments were: “whether it’s an
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office, a club, a program, or an event, at Crest Ridge, it can be taken from Black students
in an instant.” She said that: “the only support that we had were the connections that we
made with people on our level.” Troi believed that some of the Black students left Crest
Ridge because they felt like they were under attack from the institution and the leadership
at the institution, which should have been supporting and helping them to succeed and
graduate. In addition, they had lost the community and family they had worked so hard to
create on campus. Troi said: “we felt hurt and so angry about that, but I don’t care,
because it’s the truth and I am supposed to be telling my story.”
Troi believes that institutions needed to provide more resources to support Black
women. She explained that:
Black women are conditioned to be strong and independent and not ask for help.
Even if someone offers to help, we are trained to say, we don’t need it. We are
helpers by nature, so we always want to fix things and make people feel
better…We will drain ourselves while helping others.
She also believes that Black women's mental health is often neglected and not discussed
in general and in colleges and universities. This topic is often off-limits, yet there is a
need for support services on campus. She said: "I wish I had a space where I could sit and
talk with other Black women who are having the same mental, emotional, and spiritual
struggles as me." Within the context of mental health, she shared that the college needed
to provide safe spaces in which, Black women can be "seen" and "heard" because
sometimes when they speak up or ask for help, no one hears or believes them. Troi
envisions having designated safe spaces on campus where Black women can access
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counseling resources, including counselors of color who understand their struggles and
experiences. She described these spaces as small intimate group sessions:
If we had intimate spaces or social groups like, once a month where we could talk
about our feelings and about what was stressing us and about what's
overwhelming us and what's bothering us or have a resource session where we’re
just sitting and talking so we can help each other. We literally can come together
to help each other to figure out stuff or ask questions and get access to resources.
Troi rightfully referred to her academic success as a "comeback story." Despite
her false starts and the times she needed to stop out of college for financial or other
reasons, she never stopped believing that attaining a college degree would be the pathway
to a successful life for her. It was interesting to listen to her share her experiences,
including her decision to join a student club, and reflect on how that decision changed her
life. In doing so, Troi learned that she did not have to figure out college independently
and that she had people who were willing to help her persist and succeed. In telling her
counter-story, I hope that she realized the value in her commitment to other Black
women, the club, and the safe space she holds for other students.
Korra's Story
"You have to walk in every space and do your best so that once you leave that space,
people who look like you can still be in that space."
Korra's narrative tells the story of a first-generation, American, Black woman with
clear academic and career goals. As the daughter of immigrant parents from the
Caribbean, attending college was never optional for her, and she always knew that she
wanted a career in graphic design or in the arts. In high school, Korra researched to find
the most affordable pathway to art school for her and her family. She enrolled in Crest
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Ridge Community College immediately after graduating because of its affordable tuition.
Korra shared that her first semester at CR was overwhelming, but overall, she had good
experiences in college compared to her high school. With the pandemic and online
learning being the exception. She quickly figured out that transitioning to college
required balancing her academic and co-curricular activities and "finding a groove" after
a few months.
Korra felt a sense of freedom at Crest Ridge community college that she did not
experience in high school. She immediately got involved in several co-curricular
activities during her first semester in college after attending a leadership event on
campus. She explained:
I would just say overall, just like freeness. My college had this thing called
Leadership Day, which was the first thing that I went to before even the first day
of school. I went to that Leadership Day program, and I got involved in a lot of
different clubs and organizations. That's how I heard about the Student Senate and
the Student Activities Planning Board and all other different types of
organizations that I eventually got into later on.”
She was also a member of several academic honor societies, including "Phi Theta Kappa
National Honor Society and the National Society for Leadership and Success,"
demonstrating that she did well academically. In addition, Korra was a student leader and
activist on campus. Her list of clubs also included the Diversity Committee and a separate
committee created to address students' issues during the pandemic.
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In the spring semester of her first year at Crest Ridge, Korra ran for a leadership
role in the Student Senate and won. As a first-year student, this was a bold move for her,
but she shared that she wanted to make a difference on campus:
Running for student government was kind of intimidating for me. So, I guess I
kind of felt like I had an opportunity to finally do it, maybe get
somewhere. Besides that, I have always been the type of person who's always
been a go-getter. I've just always been interested in leadership positions because I
just think it's fun to help others and make a difference in my community.
Interestingly, Korra shared that her immigrant parents significantly influenced her "gogetter" attitude and ambition, which they instilled in her early. She explained the
responsibility she believes she has to her parents to be successful in return for the
sacrifices they have made for her:
I have immigrant parents who are from Jamaica. So, um, I've just always been this
way. I think anyone with immigrant parents has been raised this way. As a firstgeneration American, my standard is to always be the best and do the best you
can, because your parents sacrifice so much for you to be in America. So, you
kind of just have to work hard to prove to your parents, you know. That’s just my
upbringing. I was just raised that way. I just kind of have that very ambitious type
of personality instilled in me. I think that may also have a huge influence on why
I'm like that.
Her ambition and drive to succeed were fueled by her fear of failure and disappointing
her parents. Therefore, making her parents proud is always at the forefront of her mind.
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Korra believed that her co-curricular activities provided her with social support and
helped her make friends. She explained that she did not have close friendships with peers
in high school, so being involved on campus provided an opportunity for her to have a
different type of social experience than she previously had. She explained:
It (co-curricular experiences) provides social support for me because in high
school I focused so much on myself. I didn't get to be as close to the people that I
knew in high school as I would have liked to. So being in extracurriculars just
made me naturally gravitate towards having closer relationships with people that I
didn't have in high school…I would say all of my close friendships were formed
in clubs and co-curricular activities. I don't think anyone that I've met just from
class has become a close friend. I think it's the clubs and organizations that have
helped me make close friends.
Korra further credited her involvement in student clubs and the close connections with
peers as the main reason she was happy at Crest Ridge.
Having clear academic goals helped Korra balance her co-curricular activities and
her academics. Interestingly, several organizations she belonged to required her to
maintain a certain GPA, and she used this as motivation to do well in her classes. She
explained how being involved helped her succeed in the classroom:
I think the biggest way that it's supported my academics is just like the positivity I
feel being with other people when I'm in clubs and different organizations. You
naturally make friends and when I get to hang out with them, plan things it makes
it easier for me to not feel so overwhelmed by schoolwork because I need to have
a certain GPA to stay in some of the organizations that I'm in. It motivates me to
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do well in my classes so that I can stay in these organizations and have the fun
that I'm having.
Korra also shared that she established relationships with her club advisors and professors,
which helped her be more responsible. She also felt fortunate to have professors who
cared about their students' academic success. She said:
My interactions with advisors and administration have been pretty positive. I
think I'm fortunate enough to have had professors and advisors that aren't terrible.
They care about the students to some degree. I think the impact is that it's helped
me be more responsible. My advisors for student government. When I have to
plan certain things or certain events, my advisor helps me to stay on top of things
which makes me more responsible. So overall it’s been a pretty positive impact.
Korra's shared that being involved in Student Senate was her most rewarding cocurricular experience thus far. She credits being a Student Senate officer with helping her
develop as a student leader and teaching her how to work with people who have different
views and beliefs. Her commitment to helping her campus community was also realized
in her work in the Senate and as a student body representative. She described one of those
experiences as:
It's rewarding that a lot of students who are my classmates know that I'm in
Student Government. They'll ask me questions or ask my advice on things
because they know that I can make a change about anything or things that they
want to be changed. For example, one of my classmates wanted their name to be
changed in the system because a lot of trans (gender) students at our school would
like their professors to call them by the right name. I told them about our name
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change system and I brought it up to the Student Senate and asked how it can be
more accessible to students who want to use their pronouns, and names, and all
that. I think it's rewarding knowing that in some ways people see me as someone
who could help them.
A significant part of Korra's growth as a leader and one of her biggest challenges was
working with people whose political views differed from hers. She shared that she had to
learn not to internalize those views because they were sometimes traumatizing. For
Korra, being a member of the Student Senate when both the national, racial, and campus
climate were hostile towards Black people and people of color was difficult. She
reiterated:
It's rewarding that a lot of students who are my classmates know that I'm in
Student Government. They'll ask me questions or ask my advice on things
because they know that I can make a change about anything or things that they
want to be changed. For example, one of my classmates wanted their name to be
changed in the system because a lot of trans (gender) students at our school would
like their professors to call them by the right name. I told them about our name
change system and I brought it up to the Student Senate and asked how it can be
more accessible to students who want to use their pronouns, and names, and all
that. I think it's rewarding knowing that in some ways people see me as someone
who could help them.
George Floyd's murder, coupled with it being a national election year and the
terrorist attack on the US Capitol, made the situation in the Student Senate worse. Korra
described a campus climate that was not welcoming for Black students and students from
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other minoritized backgrounds. She shared examples of several situations on campus
where she and her peers felt angry and unsafe because of the actions of some of the
Student Senate leaders and the institutional response to those actions. One of those
incidents included a Student Senate leader posting photos of himself voting with a Maga
hat on one of the college's social media sites. Korra and some other students reported the
incident, but the posts were allowed to stay up. After these incidents, Korra and other
Black students began to question the leadership of the college and their interest in making
the campus a safe place for them. She also asked whether some faculty members brought
their internal biases to the classroom and the potential impact on her grades. Further, she
felt that Crest Ridge contradicted itself by saying that it valued inclusion and diversity
while failing to address racism on campus.
Crest Ridge also failed to protect and provide any mental health and counseling
support for their Black student population during that difficult time when the incidents
and situations occurring across the nation impacted Black students at the college. She
said:
I feel like they did barely anything in terms of support for Black students in
general. This is the first time that most Black students on our campus, around my
age group of late teens, early 20s, it’s the first time in our lifetime that something
so big is happening, in terms of a movement about Black people.
She believed that the college was responsible for providing mental health support for its
Black student population, but they missed the opportunity to do so. Further, Korra
thought that the way the larger Black community avoids dealing with women's mental
health affects how institutions address these challenges for Black women. She shared:
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I think in the Black community itself mental health isn't really talked about. A lot
of Black women feel like they have to be the strong ones and don't want to show
vulnerability. So, I think that also plays a lot into how the school handles it. I
think that this is something that should definitely be worked on for the future.
As Korra explained, Black women encountered a hostile racial campus climate
and a lack of support from the institution as they tried to navigate life at Crest Ridge. She
further expanded the discussion on the campus climate into her experiences in the
classroom as the only Black woman or one of a few Black students. She shared that she
felt isolated at times and often tried to push those feelings to the back of her mind to
succeed in those spaces. She described her experiences in the classroom:
A lot of the time I'm usually the only Black person in the class or one of the only
ones…I don't want to say it’s scary but it's very isolating. Especially if it's in a
class where you’re talking about race issues and stuff because everyone feels the
need to stare at you or ask you about it…It just feels very isolating, and almost
like am I not supposed to be here…I try not to internalize anything if someone
says or does something that makes me feel even more isolated…I tell myself to
just focus on the class. To not make like a big deal out of it…so that I can
succeed.
Korra shared several other examples of situations that she experienced in the classroom
that triggered her.
When asked what Crest Ridge did to support Black Women specifically, Korra
could not think of a single program or type of support for students like her. She further
explained that when the college tried to be supportive, she felt like she was being
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ostracized or singled out. She shared an experience she had with a professor during one
of her classes that made her feel uncomfortable:
One professor was just going on about Black Lives Matter and I was the only
Black person in the class. If that was in a real-life classroom and not on a zoom
call, I know everyone would be glaring at me. It's like when you're in history class
and they’re talking about slavery and all of a sudden everyone's eyes are looking
at you because you're the only Black person in the class. It always feels like that
whenever my college tries to do something. I feel like it's almost performative.
Korra felt that the school needed to rethink how they supported Black women. The
college's contradictory approach to addressing issues and incidences of racism and racial
microaggressions on campus made her and other Black women feel isolated, unsafe, and
unwelcome. She suggested that Black women needed their own spaces, clubs, and
organizations that make them feel safe and included and a campus community that
welcomed and supported them. Korra believed that Black women are often
overshadowed in society and on her college campus. Further, she felt that Black women
are held to deeply rooted stereotypes created by White people and society, which are not
valid. She said: “We are often portrayed as strong, fearless, powerful, etc. but we cannot
be these things all the time.” She felt that these stereotypes about Black women were
reflected in her school and influenced how the institution thought about Black women.
Korra reflected on her decision to join the Student Senate and concluded that it
was a challenging space for Black women. She wished that she had the insight before
running for an officer position. Despite the difficulties she experienced, she was proud of
her work to help the student body and bring awareness to the fight for Black Lives
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Matter. She recommended that other Black women consider becoming involved in
Student Senate.
Sharing one's counter-story can be liberating. Korra's narrative suggested that she
recognized the challenges that she and other Black women encounter on their college
campus that influence their persistence and academic success. She is an intelligent,
critical thinker and her observations and assessment of the campus climate and lack of
support of Black women on campus were insightful. Her drive, ambition, and dedication
to her academic and career goals were also very evident in her commitment as a leader in
the Student Senate. I hope that Korra was able to reflect on her leadership and academic
experiences as she shared her counter-story and that she continues to advocate for Black
women and other students from marginalized backgrounds.
Aurora's Story
"I just wanted to be a part of something."
For some high school students, the responsibility of navigating the college
application, selection, and financial aid processes without help and guidance from a
parent or other supportive adult can be overwhelming. Aurora was one of those students
who felt utterly overwhelmed by the many options and the complicated application
process. Although her parents encouraged her to attend college and inquired about her
plans, neither was prepared to help her navigate the process. In addition, Aurora felt like
she had no one to turn to for help: “I felt like I didn’t know anyone who went to college
that I could ask questions about the process or what to expect.” So, she ended up
enrolling at Crest Ridge Community College in 2019, on the last day to register to
appease her parents and because it was the closest college to her home. Interestingly,
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Aurora did not learn that attaining a college could make a difference in her future, career,
and success until she started attending Crest Ridge.
Aurora's experiences at CR were good until the COVID-19 pandemic forced
students to attend classes from home. Before that, she was involved in co-curricular
activities on campus and even had a leadership position in a student club. She shared:
I used to be involved in a lot of activities on campus. I am the Vice President of
Information and Media in the Environmental club. I am also in Phi Theta Kappa
but I haven’t joined the Teams Group (a virtual collaborative workspace) yet, so I
don’t do much with that group.
Aurora actively sought out a student club and opportunities to get involved outside the
classroom at Crest Ridge. She explained:
I think when you go to college, it’s like starting over. I wanted my college
experience to be different from my high school experience. In high school, I
wasn’t involved as much as I wanted to be…When I got to Crest Ridge, I knew I
wanted to join a club. I just wanted to be a part of something. I don’t think it
mattered what it was at the time, so I joined the Environmental club in my first
semester of school.
Crest Ridge Community College was a completely new environment for Aurora. It
was much larger than her high school, and although she would see peers from her high
school in the halls, it felt different for her. The size of Crest Ridge and being in a new
environment with new people felt overwhelming. Aurora believed that joining a student
club would help her make connections and form friendships with her peers. Having
friends at school would allow her to feel more comfortable on her new college campus.
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Aurora shared that she eventually began to socialize with the friends she made in the
Environmental Club outside of club meetings, and they often met up to study.
Although Aurora enjoyed the weekly activities that the club participated in, like
selling coffee, hosting campus clean-ups, and working in the vegetable garden that the
students planted on campus, she credits her involvement in the club as one of the things
that have kept her enrolled in college. Further, as a student leader and club officer, she
felt committed to the club and kept attending the meetings even if she felt like quitting or
dropping out of school. She explained:
I would say that being involved in the club is one of the things that kept me
enrolled. Also, being around other people that want to stay enrolled in college.
You know, or like have a plan, or help me come up with a plan. But also, the fact
that I'm an officer kind of makes me feel like I have that obligation.
Aurora described how the pandemic and moving to remote learning impacted the
club's activities that mostly involved doing physical things like working outdoors in the
garden. The club also donated food to the food pantry on campus, which was a resource
that benefitted her family. Unfortunately, the club could not meet in person during the
pandemic, so they also lost several club members. Nevertheless, Aurora stayed in the
club and worked on other projects with her friends to continue being engaged outside the
classroom. She described:
Yeah, before COVID we would hang out casually, you know, without doing club
stuff. Now we focus more on kinda club stuff, but it's not official club stuff. I
don't know how to explain this. Like, we’re in the environmental club and some
of us have been working on a personal committee sort of thing where we want to
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talk with district leaders and get them on board with the green amendment. But
that's not really like a part of the club. It's kind of, we're just doing that on our
own. So, stuff like that we're doing now.
Aside from COVID, Aurora shared that she had experienced other difficulties in
college. One of those challenges is being the only Black person in the room. She
described it as:
I've noticed that I've been the only like Black person in a room at times. I guess
that impacts my self-esteem. I don't know, I guess that makes it like…. that has
made it hard to like put myself out there, I guess, or like just be confident…It's
not a good feeling. It makes me feel like I’m not supposed to be there.
Aurora also shared her experiences with what she referred to as "little microaggressions"
on campus. These experiences occurred in the classroom and made her question whether
she belonged in college: “When you’re talking about those topics and you’re in a class
that doesn’t have other people of color or other low-income students, that makes me feel
like I don’t even belong in college”. Although these sensitive and challenging discussions
were a part of the class curriculum, being the only Black person in the room made Aurora
feel isolated and alone.
Aurora described some of the strategies she used to overcome the challenges she
experienced as a Black woman on campus. The first was to connect with other people
who looked like her and shared the same interests. Crest Ridge offered programs during
Black History month that she attended. These programs and events helped Aurora feel
like she belonged at Crest Ridge. Overall, she credited joining a club and being involved
on campus for helping her to adjust to her college environment. She said:
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My co-curricular activities have led me to make friends, feel a sense of belonging,
being a part of a club, like having a purpose. With all the projects and stuff, even
picking tomatoes for the food pantry makes me feel like I’m part of the school.
Aurora shared that her school does not have programs that specifically support
Black women's persistence and academic success. She believed that some activities, the
food pantry, and having a sense of community helped, but nothing was specifically
available for students like her. She shared that she used advising and counseling services
when she needed them, but those were limited. She said:
I feel like advising and counseling is more useful for like, if you're having a panic
attack and you have to go to class in like, 10 minutes or if you just need to talk to
someone or take a break. But I don't know, if you have family issues and you
have two jobs and you're struggling with classes. I don't know if I would
recommend advising and counseling for those types of bigger issues.
Aurora observed that no counselors on campus looked like her. She also believed that the
existing counselors could not relate to the challenges and struggles she experienced as a
Black woman. Therefore, she recommended that institutions provide mental health
counselors to whom Black women can trust and relate.
Aurora believed that community colleges, including Crest Ridge, can help Black
women persist and complete college by having programs and resources specifically for
Black women. She shared that support groups for Black women or Black students, in
general, would be beneficial to students, and social events like college parties where
students could meet peers and have fun would also help. In addition, Aurora
recommended programs that address Black women's mental health and resources and
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opportunities to build connections with other people should be implemented. Institutions
also need to provide mental health counselors to whom Black women feel they can trust
and relate.
Aurora's narrative suggests that although she was unsure about attending college
and decided to enroll at the last minute, she recognized that adjusting to her new
environment would be challenging. However, she is intelligent and thoughtful and
instinctively knew that making friends on campus and forming connections with peers
would help her feel like she belonged there. I hope that our conversations about her cocurricular experiences allowed her to reflect on her academic success, overcome the
challenges, and adjust to her environment through her involvement on campus.
Renee's Story
"I found my voice."
Renee's counter-story explores the experiences of a Black woman with several
intersecting identities. She came to the United States from the Caribbean to pursue her
dream of becoming a doctor. For many students from the Caribbean seeking access to
better educational opportunities in the United States, navigating the educational system
and the college application process can be challenging due to a lack of awareness.
Renee's experience was no exception as she explained how she ended up at a community
college instead of the four-year university she originally planned to attend:
Honestly it wasn't my plan (to go to a community college). I applied to Howard
University in 2019. I was advised that I didn’t have to do my SATs because they
used to accept A-levels (I'm from the Caribbean so we do A-levels) as an
equivalent to the SAT’s but they stopped doing that. At the time I applied I didn't
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know that. So, they said that I'd have to either reapply in the spring as a transfer
student, or wait a year, but I had already taken a gap year. My aunt works at the
(community) college and she reached out and said, I should apply and could go
there for a year. I didn't want to take another year off from school. So I ended up
applying to Crest Ridge Community College and I got in.
Renee did not regret her decision to attend a community college because she believed that
it worked out to be a better option for her. Her experiences at Crest Ridge had been better
than what she expected. The one exception was dealing with the pandemic and shifting to
remote learning. Although the COVID-19 pandemic had impacted Renee's co-curricular
involvement activities, she shared that she was very active on campus and involved in
several clubs and organizations before going remote.
Renee shared that her orientation to Crest Ridge was not typical because her aunt
helped her navigate the college, introduced her to people on campus, and offered her
advice even before she started classes. That advice included encouraging her to attend a
leadership training program Student Life hosted. She described:
I met the Director of Student Life. He told me he was having this leadership
training program, so, my Aunt said, I should do it. Before I moved (to the US) I
was always kind of to myself…in terms of being involved and stuff like I usually
take a backseat because I was really shy. So that leadership training program did
wonders for me. It was one day but I remember that I came home and I told my
aunt…that I think I found my voice. Like I feel that I can do anything, and I feel
empowered to do stuff. I think it's like just being in a new environment, a new
country, like everything, was new.
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Although participating in the leadership training program was outside of Renee's comfort
zone, she connected with a few peers, which influenced her to get involved on campus.
Renee's life before coming to the United States was typical. She lived with her
parents and sister on a small island in the Caribbean that she described as: “A place
where everyone knows each other, or they know you through some relation.” In contrast,
no one in the US knew her or had any expectations. So, she viewed moving to the US as
an opportunity to start over in a new place and have a different experience at school. She
said:
Moving to the US, I felt like no one knew me. So, it's not like they expected
things from me. There were no expectations of me. I could reinvent my whole
personality. I'm still me. But I’m just louder. Like not louder but like in terms of
being loud but I use my voice.
Renee shared that she realized that she could succeed in school, even though she missed
her family and lived in a new environment and country.
In her first semester, Renee was still shy and adjusting to life in the US. She
joined several clubs and organizations because her aunt advised that being involved in
co-curricular activities would strengthen her college transfer application. However, once
she started to get involved, she felt like she was making a genuine impact on her college
campus: “Being involved gives me a purpose and makes me want to stay here and be a
part of the campus community.” Renee initially joined the Student Life Activities
Planning (SLAP) club and the Pre-med club. She was also a member of the Student
Senate, Phi Theta Kappa honor society, the National Society of Leadership and Success,
and a mentorship program.
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After her first year in college, Renee felt confident enough to run for an officer position
in the Student Life Activities Planning (SLAP) club and eventually became the President
after the elected President dropped out. Renee shared that being a student leader helped
her grow and stay involved. She explained:
I'm such a perfectionist so if I start something I have to see it through…I started
it, so I don't want to disappoint or let other people down. The stuff I'm involved in
it's a team thing. We’re like a team. So even though I am the President, I can't do
things on my own. I need input from other people, so I just don't want to let them
down. So that motivates me to keep going… I have learned so much from these
leadership positions and the things I do even if some days I need a push to keep
going, it's all worth it. I never regret anything that I've done or the things I'm
involved in.
Although her co-curricular involvement activities motivated her to stay in school, she
mentioned that it was challenging to balance everything she had going on:
It impacts my mental health, so I am learning how to balance my school, club
responsibilities, my mentorship program, and other responsibilities. I learned in
my mentorship program that sometimes I have to sacrifice my time to do things
that will benefit me in the long run, so I give up small stuff so that I can be
involved in activities that help me to grow as a person. I am constantly trying to
balance my personal growth and building my resume for when I am ready to
transfer.
Renee shared that she learned a lot from being a student leader at Crest Ridge.
Being involved helped build her confidence, connect with different people, and open
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doors to several opportunities. In addition, she explained how making friends through her
involvement benefitted her:
I made a lot of friends through my clubs. I have friends who I talk to daily, and
my social circle has grown. Having friends who are in the same environment as
you and who can relate to what you’re going through makes me feel like I am not
alone and that I have people who support me and who I can talk to regardless of
what I am dealing with.
Renee also made professional connections through her co-curricular activities, especially
the mentorship program she joined. She explained:
It (being involved in co-curricular activities) also helps me grow, not just
friendships but a professional network. I meet people, especially in the mentor
program that I'm in. I've made a lot of really good professional connections and
gotten such amazing advice and help in terms of growing myself professionally.
So, like resume advice, LinkedIn advice, interviewing skills, and increasing selfconfidence.
Renee explained that because she was an immigrant and had recently come from
the Caribbean, she was not eligible for US federal or state-funded scholarships or
financial aid. Hence, she needed to find alternative funding sources to pay for college.
One of those sources was scholarships. She explained how her immigration and financial
status motivated her to get involved in co-curricular activities on campus because her
involvement made her scholarship applications more competitive. As a result, she
received two scholarships, and they made a significant difference in her ability to afford
college in the United States.
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Renee explained that faculty and staff were essential to her support system at
Crest Ridge. She shared that her student club advisors had a tremendous impact on her
success and developing her confidence as a leader. She also explained that one advisor's
personal story had inspired her as a Black woman. In addition, Renee also had great
relationships with two outstanding professors on campus whose support and motivation
helped her see her potential. She said:
Also, there are two really great professors that I must mention because they're just
so amazing. One is Professor Harris. He was also one that revealed my potential
to me. I took his philosophy class and to this day it’s one of the best classes I've
ever taken if not the best. He's just amazing…He wrote me a recommendation,
one time. When I read it, I was like, oh my God! I really did all this stuff. Like I
can do this. Our one-on-one conversations after class or like between classes or in
the hallways or whatever, motivates me so much.
Family support played an important part in Renee's academic success. She
explained that her aunt, who she lived with, was like a second mom. She also helped her
navigate Crest Ridge and is a source of emotional support and inspiration. Her parents
and sister also supported her even though they are back home in the Caribbean. She said:
“During those times when I am stressed out or having a meltdown, they provide
emotional support for me. I feel like I can lean on them and that they have my back.”
Renee shared that she also has a therapist who supports her, especially during stressful
times. All of these individuals were critical to her success.
Although Renee painted a picture of having a tremendous support system that
helped her persist at Crest Ridge, she admitted that there are some aspects of her college
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experience both in and outside the classroom, she had to navigate on her own. These
experiences were her first encounters with racism in school, the community, and cocurricular activities. She shared:
So, run-ins with people like that (racist people) is like a harsh reminder that
people like that exist. When I first got here, because I had just moved to the US, I
knew how bad the situation was. I know there is racism everywhere, but I didn’t
know how rampant it was in the US. I was kind of nervous interacting with any
White person.
As an immigrant, Renee shared that she was conscious and careful when choosing her
words and how she interacted with people who were not people of color. She described a
campus climate that was hostile and divided because of the national election and the
insurrection at the US Capitol. Some faculty members openly supported the attack, and
the college never publicly condemned it, which made her feel uncomfortable.
Renee felt that the attack on the United States Capitol brought back a sense of
heightened awareness and fear that she felt when she first migrated to the US. She wanted
to speak up against the injustices in the country and on campus but felt helpless because
she believed she would be putting her educational future at risk. She described:
Experiencing racism is never nice…being a Black woman on campus, in the US,
I'm in a constant state of fear, there's another word for it, I don’t want to say fear
because I'm not scared. It’s fear/awareness/carefulness around how I interact with
people and what I do and say…My Aunt and my family always warn me that if I
end up in the wrong situation at the wrong time, it’s very easy for me to get my
visa revoked and that will impact my entire education and my future…I can't fight
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back because of the risk I'd be putting myself and my family in. There’s a lot of
money that we would lose and a lot at play here if I were to react in the way that I
want to. So, I'm careful just to avoid those situations.
Renee felt that her friends were a great source of comfort because they could speak out
and protest the injustices against Black people when it was dangerous for her to speak
out. In addition, she felt that her friends had embraced her as a Black woman and an
immigrant. Therefore, she felt safe confiding in them about her frustration regarding what
happened nationally, on the campus, and in her student clubs and organizations.
Renee's personal experiences led her to believe that community colleges should
have clubs and organizations that focus on uplifting Black voices and creating safe spaces
for all students of color on campus. In addition, she felt that students should see
themselves and their culture reflected in the organizations on campus. She shared:
When I first got to college, it was the fall picnic in 2019, and I was walking
around and I passed the Caribbean Students club and I was like, Oh my gosh,
there's a CSA here. Oh my god, there is something here for me.
She believed that colleges should also have organizations that provided support for Black
students. These spaces should be places where Black women feel accepted and could
unapologetically be themselves or can seek help from other Black people who understood
their experiences. Renee thought that student clubs needed to host diversity and
inclusivity workshops for all of their members to bring awareness to the experiences of
Black women and students. In addition, she felt that White people needed to listen to
Black people and Black women when they shared their experiences and then make the
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appropriate changes, especially if Black women were saying that they feel unsafe and
uncomfortable on campus.
Renee's narrative explores the rich, complex, and nuanced experiences of several
intersecting identities that some Black women occupy. Despite the challenges she
encountered, her ambition and dedication to her academic goals were evident in her story.
It was interesting to listen to her reflect on her challenges and triumphs and acknowledge
the strong support system that has helped her persist thus far. Her story, by many
accounts, is a "success story," and I hope that sharing it was liberating and empowering
for her.
Sarah's Story
"The best revenge is success."
Some Black families instill in their children at an early age that excelling
academically and attending college is a natural pathway to a successful life. Her mother
and grandmother raised Sarah. They instilled in her that attending college was a part of
her educational goals. So naturally, Sarah enrolled in a four-year university immediately
after graduating. Unfortunately, almost halfway through her enrollment, Sarah sustained
a severe injury and was forced to take a medical leave from school, so she returned home
to recuperate. When she could return to school, her family decided it would be best to
attend a college or university closer to home. However, most local four-year schools only
accepted a quarter of the credits she had already earned towards her degree. That
prompted her to explore local community colleges, including Crest Ridge.
As a high-performing student in High School, community colleges were not on
Sarah's radar. She explained that she was not enthusiastic about attending Crest Ridge
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and did not expect that she would have a great experience. However, community college
felt like it was her only option. She said:
At the high school that I went to, people talk down on Community College. They
say it's 13th and 14th grade. At first, I said, I'm just going to class and going
home… I met two people on the campus, and they said that is not going to fly
with us (just going to class and going home).…campus life was pretty great at
CR, even though I was commuting to school.
Sarah quickly discovered several benefits of attending Crest Ridge college, including its
affordable tuition. She also found many opportunities to get involved on campus, as she
had done at her previous school. She said:
Experience-wise, it opened a lot of doors for me and my job with pursuing my
career at places. At my four-year school, those doors weren't as open. There were
more scholarship opportunities here. I also got involved in quite a few things. The
first thing I did was get a job on campus. I worked in the Admissions office and
that was great because I got to know the campus, I got to meet some Deans, the
president of the school, people from every department, and that worked in my
favor because certain things I needed to know like regarding FAFSA, I had people
in the financial aid office that knew me by name, and I know them by name.
Sarah felt that she benefitted tremendously from the opportunities that Crest Ridge
presented. Access to scholarships made school more affordable than her four-year
institution, which worked out better for her in the long run. Sarah further explained that
she made connections with peers and mentors who helped open doors for her.
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Sarah explained that as the oldest of seven children, she played an integral role in
her family's life, which forced her to figure out how to manage her competing priorities,
including being a full-time student, working on campus, and being involved in cocurricular activities. She described it as:
From my first semester, I worked on campus. I worked the normal part-time 20
hours as a full-time college student and I was in quite a few different co-curricular
activities, on top of the stuff I have to do for home, I'm one of seven kids, so I
help my mom out with my brothers and my sisters. I have a sister in college, too,
so I help her out with classes I've already taken and kind of guide her because we
have the same major…I have two brothers. One is about to go to college…and
then my two youngest brothers so I'm with them all the time…dropping them off
from practice and picking them up if my mom has to work. Just, you know, really
helping her out and my younger sisters, they have practice on weekends, so
sometimes I'll help with that. I try to help my mom in any way I can with my
siblings.
She shared that juggling these responsibilities and being involved on campus was
overwhelming at times.
Making connections with faculty and staff who looked like her and finding a safe
space on campus where she could be her authentic self was an important part of Sarah's
narrative and academic success at Crest Ridge. She explained:
Someone told me to go upstairs to the Office of Multicultural Affairs (OMA) and
meet a woman, they just said Dean. I didn't know who that was, and I had no idea
what OMA was… So, I went upstairs, and I walked into the office, and I saw a
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Black woman standing there and I said “hi” and she says, “Hi, I'm Dean Jessica
Smith.” I was shocked because the school I went to before, had an office like
that, but the people who were in charge of that office didn’t look like me. So,
when I saw someone who I can look into a mirror and relate to, I thought, “wow,
this feels like home,” like, it was just such a nice environment. It was like a home
away from home on campus.
The OMA office was a safe space where Sarah found information and resources that
helped her navigate Crest Ridge. She said:
I walked in there, everyone was just so nice and friendly...it was a great
environment to be in, everyone was so helpful. When it came to things like
scholarships, or clubs, or anything a student of color needed to know, you would
learn in that office, and I thought that was great because there's a lot of
scholarships that I got from being in that room. As a new student didn't know
about or never heard about a lot of things. I didn't know about the different clubs
and organizations that I should aim to be in like Phi Beta Kappa and Alpha, Beta.
There were a lot of clubs, organizations, societies, I had no idea what they were,
they were just like, “oh, you need to be in this, you need to aim to be in this.”
Sarah explained that the staff who worked in the OMA office and the students who
visited regularly became her support system and that the people in the office genuinely
cared about her.
Sarah described an environment at Crest Ridge with supportive faculty and staff
who helped her persist and accomplish her academic goals. She explained that she made
connections with four key administrators who became her mentors, and these individuals
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had a positive impact on her overall college experience. Sarah shared that enrolling and
succeeding academically at Crest Ridge gave her hope that she would one day
accomplish her goal of earning a college degree. She never imagined being able to return
to college after her injury. She said:
If I’m being honest, I probably wouldn't be in school right now if I didn't come to
CR. When I had left my old school, I was at a point where my doctors said going
to college is not for you. You’re going to have a rough time; you're not going to
be able to do certain things you were able to do before because of your head
injuries. I was already like okay school is not my route anymore. Then coming to
Crest Ridge and meeting those people, being involved in co-curricular activities
pushed me to keep going and that helped a lot.
Sarah's co-curricular involvement activities and experiences played an essential
role in her persistence and academic success at Crest Ridge. She said: "Coming to CR
and being involved in co-curricular activities helped me find my purpose for being in
school." During her second semester, she got involved in student clubs and organizations
and eventually became a student leader. She also believed that her siblings and younger
cousins looked up to her and that her persistence at Crest Ridge served as a role model
for them. She described her involvement experiences and a campus environment that
fostered students from the cultural club working together and supporting each other:
I first joined the Students African American Society (SAS). But when you're in
OMA, you're in every club under the umbrella, so even though I was an official
member of SAS, I was part of the Muslim Student Association, the Latino
Students Club, and the Caribbean Students club. Everyone pretty much was in all
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the different clubs. We helped out everyone and anyone who had an event, you
know, we would show up and support, you know, whether we were in that club,
or whether you were part of that ethnicity or that religion…We had students of
color coming together to support each other instead of everyone being
separate…But primarily I was the president of SAS.
Sarah shared that being in SAS taught her a lot about leadership and being a good leader.
In addition, she learned how to listen to what her peers wanted and how to get it for
them.
Sarah's connections with her mentors, leadership roles, and co-curricular
involvement activities on campus allowed her to earn a paid internship at a major
pharmaceutical company on the west coast and additional opportunities to work for the
company while in school.
There are a lot of different advantages of being in clubs because just having your
name on campus, a lot of people will know you, and things will come up that
you'll get recommended for. For example, when I was applying for my internship,
I had no plans to do that, that door, in my opinion, wasn't open, I had no way of
opening that door, but because I knew someone and that someone who knew my
character, they talked about me to the right person who works in the office of coops and internships. I got to meet with her that started this whole chain with me
working at that company. That opened the door for me. So that was a major
benefit of being in co-curricular activities.
She believed that these opportunities would not be available without her connections and
involvement.

134

Sarah's leadership role in SAS eventually led her to run for an officer position in
the Student Senate. She shared aspects of the campus environment, like having a safe
space for students of color, were things that she and her peers wanted to change and felt
that they could change if they occupied leadership roles in the Student Senate. For
example, the students wanted their collective voices heard by their administration. In
addition, they wanted to address the injustices, outright racist encounters, and
microaggressions that students of color encountered on campus. One of the examples she
shared was:
There was a White student on campus who said a lot of racial slurs in front of the
OMA office…and he was speaking to pretty much everyone in that room. Every
slur in the book you can think of, he had the audacity to say. His friends recorded
it and posted it (on social media) during a campus event. The school didn't do
anything about it until the students saw it and we weren't having that. So, we had
to bring that not only to SAS’s attention but all up to the President of the school.
Sarah and her peers worked to make the campus environment better for the student body.
They also encountered racism in the Student Senate when a student club advisor made a
racist comment about the Senate officers' race. Sarah felt uncomfortable and angry by the
incident and reported it to the college's leadership. Sarah believed that because she
reported the incident, some people were mad at her and thought she was too vocal and
outspoken. She felt that sometimes when Black women speak up for themselves, it
threatens some people. She shared that she faced a lot of repercussions for reporting the
incident. However, she knew that she could not be silent about it.
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Sarah's observations about the institutional culture at Crest Ridge included a
disconnection between what the college publicly said about its available support and
resources for Black students and students of color and what the reality was. She
discovered that the resources the college had were not for Black women. In her
experiences, a few caring advisors took the initiative to support Black women and
students of color and that helped them succeed. Sarah shared that the OMA office was an
essential resource on campus for Black women and Black students, but the college
removed the Dean and closed the office. The removal of the Dean and dismantling of the
OMA office left a void on campus for Black students.
Sarah felt that Crest Ridge wanted students of color to fail, and that the
administration did not care about their academic success. She said: “It's like CR wants
students of color to fail because they took the office away and just threw us in with the
lions.” Based on the positive experiences she had when she first arrived at the college,
she believed that community colleges, in general, needed to have safe spaces and
advisors who had similar cultural experiences, for Black women to connect with. She
explained:
I think every college should have an OMA office in some type of way, shape, or
form. Because when Black students get here, there is nothing for them. They also
have to put the right kind of people in place because those are the people that
were helping us get out of here (graduate).
She believed that Black women need people who genuinely care about them and are
committed to seeing them thrive and succeed in their personal, academic, and
professional lives. She also said: “I think that there is a misconception that Black women
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are strong, and we have it together, but that is not necessarily our reality.” She advocated
that colleges recognize this and provide adequate resources and support systems to help
Black women persist and graduate. She acknowledged that many Black women enrolled
in college, but most lack the resources and support system to succeed. She said:
You need to find a support system. You need to find where you fit in…that place
where the people who look like you want the best for you and are going to push
you to get you to the end.
Sara's narrative describes the experiences of a Black woman who was able to
overcome adversities to accomplish her educational goals. She connected with people
who genuinely cared about her and wanted to see her succeed. They helped her navigate
the institution and access opportunities that benefitted her academically and
professionally. Although she focused on her personal and academic goals, she advocated
for her peers because she realized they did not have the same opportunities. I do not think
that Sarah reflected on her experiences at Crest Ridge before our conversations, but I
hope she felt a sense of pride and accomplishment as she shared her counter-story with
me.
Themes
My research participants, Troi, Korra, Renee, Aurora, and Sarah shared their
counterstories as Black women enrolled at Crest Ridge Community College. Their
counterstories were presented using narrative research methodology. I used Critical Race
Theory counter-story methodology to analyze the data from three primary sources: 1) the
counterstories of the participants that emerged during audio and video recorded semistructured interviews, 2) the reflexive journal and counter-story of the researcher, and 3)
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the existing literature on the topic. The participants were selected because they met the
criteria for the study that included identifying as a Black/African American woman,
currently involved in a student club or organization, enrolled at a community college for
two or more consecutive semesters, and available to participate in two one-hour one-onone interviews.
The results from my data analysis revealed several commonalities and themes in
six areas that help to answer my research questions. The themes were: 1) adverse
encounters with racism influenced co-curricular involvement experiences, 2) connections
with faculty and staff advisors and mentors supported persistence, 3) connections with
peers provided Black women with support systems, 4) being a student leader gave Black
women a sense of obligation to stay the course, 5) co-curricular involvement provided
access to resources, and 6) Black women identified mental and emotional well-being as a
priority.
Theme 1: Adverse Encounters with Racism Influenced Co-Curricular Involvement
Experiences
The first theme that emerged from the data was that adverse encounters with
racism influenced Black women's co-curricular involvement experiences. Black women
enrolled in community colleges frequently encountered blatant racism and racial
microaggressions within the context of their co-curricular involvement activities, in the
classroom, and in places they considered safe spaces. These negative and traumatic
encounters made the participants in this study feel unsafe on campus and sparked feelings
of outrage, fear, isolation, discomfort, and being policed. Collectively, the women
described a campus climate in which acts of racism and racial microaggressions were
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pervasive and often reflected the hostile racial climate of the nation. The data collected
from the participants' counterstories also indicated that Black women often bore the
burden of redressing these painful and difficult experiences with their peers, advisors, and
the institution's leadership. Through their stories, several participants shared that they
also spoke out about racial acts and racial microaggressions directed at other minoritized
students.
Sarah and Korra encountered racism and racial microaggressions in their student
club or organization. Sarah shared an experience she had with one of her student club
advisors:
There was one situation, dealing with our Student Senate advisor. He had called
our team, “the Hispanic ticket” and I don't know if anybody else around me
caught that, because I'm looking around like “are you serious? You do not see my
skin? You're missing like half of me sir.” I'm looking to my left, and I'm seeing
someone who's not Hispanic, I'm seeing someone who is White, I'm seeing
someone who is this. I'm like, you can't just loop us all in and say we are in the
Hispanic ticket and let that fly, and that wasn't the first time someone higher, I
don't want to say higher than us, but an advisor or a head position that came out
their face and said that and thought that was okay, and I didn't think that was
okay.
Korra shared that she encountered racism in one of her student clubs. She also described
how the experience made her and other students in the club from minoritized
backgrounds feel. She said:
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So, we were trying to encourage young people to vote and one of the conservative
members of the Student Senate posted himself voting with a MAGA hat on. As
you know, I'm like, that stands against a lot of my school's values like inclusion,
diversity, and inclusion of trans students as well. So, one of the trans students who
were in the Student Senate with us was very upset and didn’t feel safe. So were
the other people of color in the Student Senate, but they were like the most
affected.
Korra reported the incident, however, the student who carried out this act was never
disciplined by the club advisor or anyone else at the college. Because the advisor failed to
address this issue, several students were outraged.
Troi's encounter with racism on campus illustrated her experience as a Black
woman being "policed" on her college campus for being her authentic self. Troi
explained that someone reported her and a group of friends to Campus Security because
they were loud in the cafeteria. She also felt targeted because they were Black and that
their Blackness threatened other people in the space, making them feel uncomfortable.
Troi was the only participant who shared an experience of being physically "policed" on
campus. She expressed that she was angry and outraged that people would call Security
on a group of Black students just socializing in a public space meant to be a space for all
students. Troi's experience felt like a personal attack against her and Black women in
general.
Renee shared several experiences with racism in her counter-story and how her
encounters with racism and racial microaggressions felt like a threat to her safety.
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It's always in the back of my mind like no matter where I am. I'm always thinking,
is this person racist? Does this person have a vendetta against me or Black people
in general? It’s not just at school, it’s anywhere I go…It's just that I'm very
conscious, all the time with everybody I'm talking to. Sometimes I think that I
have overcome it and then something like that situation with that professor will
happen and I'm back to square one. Then I feel like I have to go back to being
guarded and just paranoid.
Korra also shared that she and her friends felt unsafe on campus due to their experiences
with racism. Sarah described an incident where a White male student attacked an office
that was a safe space for students of color on campus by yelling racial epitaphs. Overall,
these traumatic racist incidents made the participants feel unsafe on their college
campus.
My experiences with racism and not feeling safe on campus were similar to Renee
and Korra's. Although these incidents were not directed at me, they attacked all Black
women on campus. I recall several incidents during my first year of college. The first
incident occurred in the main library on campus, and it involved several White male
students attacking a Black girl by calling her the N-word and throwing a book at her
while she was studying. This incident led to several protests on campus and cries of
outrage by the Black and Latino(a) students and student organizations. In addition, it
sparked a movement and a campaign called "Say it loud, I'm Black, and I'm proud" to
bring awareness and speak out against the injustices and acts of blatant racism against
Black students on campus. At the core of the campaign, we wanted to address the
physical safety of Black women on the predominantly White college campus.
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Renee attributed her feeling guarded and afraid for her safety after encountering
racism to her intersecting identities of being a Black woman and an immigrant from the
Caribbean. She said:
I was warned that the county that CR is in used to be a red county. When I heard
that, I was terrified, I was like ok, not only am I Black, but I'm an immigrant. I'm
just like all of the minorities in one like that's just me. That first week I was okay
but then I had another racist experience in the social security office when I went
to get my card. The woman there was blatantly racist to me.
Having these multiple, subordinate, intersecting identities in addition to her racial identity
compounded Renee's experiences with racism and racial microaggressions. Renee further
expressed that she felt helpless when standing up for herself against racist attacks and
racial microaggressions because she feared that her immigration status would put her at
risk of jeopardizing her college career if she were to speak up.
Aurora described her experiences with racism and racial microaggressions in the
classroom that made her feel uncomfortable being the only Black person in the room.
I was in an English class where the content was only based on topics like
minorities and social class. That's all we wrote about for the whole English class.
I don't know how I ended up in that class, but I did somehow. We had these
intense conversations about how people of color and people from low-income
communities have lower self-esteem, in college environments, and that caused
them to perform worse than their peers. Like when you're talking about that, and
you're in a class that doesn't have that many people of color or low-income
students in it, I don't know, it's like an elephant in the room.
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The other participants shared specific experiences of being in classrooms where they
were the only Black woman or student. Korra also shared experiences in the classroom
that evoked feelings of isolation and discomfort for her. Like Aurora and the other
participants who shared that they felt isolated being the only Black woman or Black
person in the classroom, I wrote in my researcher's reflexive journal:
I vividly recall the feeling of fear, anxiety, and dread of being the only Black
woman, or Black person, in so many White spaces while I was an undergraduate
student in college. The fear and anxiety rendered me incapable of speaking in
some situations, like in a classroom where I was the only Black student.
The encounters with racism and racial microaggressions that Sarah and Korra
experienced in their student clubs and Troi's experience of being policed, as shared
through each of their counterstories, are different. Encounters with racism in student
clubs and organizations and the policing of Black women on college campuses are not
discussed widely in the literature. Instead, the discussion focuses on students' experiences
with racism and racial microaggressions in the classroom and broadly around campus
climate. Black women's encounters with racism in co-curricular spaces negatively
influence their involvement experiences and persistence.
The racism or racial microaggressions I experienced in my student clubs were
institutional and systemic. They centered around the disparity in access to funding and
physical resources for co-curricular activities for Black student organizations compared
to White organizations at the university. White student clubs and organizations had
dedicated offices and well-funded programs and activities. In contrast, funding for Black
student organizations was much less, and we had no dedicated office spaces. In addition,
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White fraternities and sororities had houses on campus while the Black greek letter
organizations had none. These disparities influenced the types of co-curricular
involvement activities that Black student clubs could host.
Theme 2: Connections with Faculty and Staff Advisors, Mentors, and Allies Supported
Persistence
The second theme was Black women's connections with faculty and staff who
served as their advisors, mentors, and allies supported their persistence and academic
success. The participants shared that they made meaningful connections with faculty in
the classroom or with administrative staff within the context of their co-curricular
involvement experiences, which became a part of their support system. These faculty and
staff served as advisors, mentors, and allies and provided support and guidance that
helped them successfully navigate college and other aspects of their lives. For example,
Troi described the connections she developed with the advisors to her student club and
the kind of support she received from them.
Even when I would like, drop off the face of the earth for like, a few days, or a
few weeks they're still there. I feel like that was, that was the type of support that I
never had before in my life. Like, you don't get that. I feel like I'm just lucky
enough and blessed enough to have these connections with these people and have
them grace my life with their presence, their support with their realism too. It's
like, if I'm being crazy, they're going to be like, girl, what you're doing? Like I
need that. I don't get enough of that. But also at the same time, even in the times
where I'm vulnerable and I'm cracking under pressure, I don't get a foot in my
head…Instead, I would get kindness, compassion, and the empathy that I need.
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Sarah shared similar sentiments but further described how her connections with
administrators and staff, who she called her mentors and advisors, influenced her
academic success.
I met a lot of different people who were at the school who helped me, and to this
day I'm forever grateful for that because I would think something and then I
would talk with them and they would be like “no, you're not going to do that” so
they pushed me, they gave me that leg up. You know I didn't think I would have
the GPA that I have but they said, “yeah, you can do that. You're also going to be
in this honor society and that honor society and you’re going to get these
scholarships.” They pushed not just me, they pushed all of us.
Like, Sarah, Renee shared how her relationships with faculty and staff helped her to excel
academically, develop her leadership skills and improve her self-confidence:
So, he has worked wonders for me. I don't think he even knows this. I will
probably let him know before I graduate, but he helped to boost my selfconfidence. The president of one of my clubs resigned two weeks ago so I had to
step into that position because I was Vice President. He is one of my student club
advisors. Even just meeting with him he'll be like yeah you know you could do
this and like, you're so good at this and stuff like that. If I am ever doubting
myself, after talking to him, I'm just like, you know what I'm so good at this. Like
my confidence is boosted. So, if I ever need a confidence booster, like I'm down, I
just have to talk to him. He wouldn't even know that I'm feeling down. He will
just talk to me and after, I feel like I totally can do this.
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Aurora did not connect with her student club advisor, but she valued her relationships
with her professors. She felt that by having open lines of communication with her
professors, she felt supported in the classroom. She especially valued these connections
and felt like she had an ally in classrooms where she was the only Black student. She
said:
I talk to my teachers and my professors but do not talk to them about, like, I feel
like I don't fit in. Not like that but like, I just try to have an open line of
communication with them. Like my professor today. She gave us this 15-minute
little speech about feeling like we belong and like changing our mindset. It's kind
of crazy that had to happen today, but I felt so much better after class.
Korra also shared that she had primarily positive interactions with faculty and advisors of
her student clubs. Those connections helped her be a more responsible student and leader.
Her experiences correlate with Troi, Sarah, and Renee's experiences related to
connections with faculty and staff.
My experiences with connections with faculty and staff also aligned with the
findings from this study and the literature. Relationships with faculty in the classroom
who had a similar racial identity and ethnic and cultural experiences were especially
salient to my academic success and feeling like I belonged on campus. Having a
professor who looked like me made me feel comfortable in the classroom. I mostly found
those classes to be the ones offered by the Department of African American Studies
(AAS). Subsequently, I enrolled in AAS classes to fulfill most of my academic elective
requirements for graduation. I also found comfort in that my AAS classes mainly had
Black and Latino(a) peers who made the environment more comfortable compared to the
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classes where I was the only Black student or one of a few women. Further, my
experiences were similar to Troi's, who shared her connections with advisors and staff
who went above and beyond to demonstrate that they cared about her well-being and
academic success. Overall, these connections were an important factor in helping me to
stay the course and eventually graduate.
Theme 3: Connections with Peers Provided Black Women with Support Systems
The third theme was that connections with peers provided Black women with
support systems. These connections provided them with friendships, helped them
navigate college, and ultimately provided a safe and caring environment that helped
Black women overcome the challenges they experienced at community colleges. All
participants shared that making connections with peers on campus and forming
friendships through their co-curricular involvement activities and clubs and organizations
supported their persistence and academic success. Sarah referred to her connections with
peers as having a "family" on campus. These students looked like her, had similar
experiences, offered each other advice, and provided mutual support as they navigated
college. Sarah shared that she made lasting and genuine friendships with the people she
met in her student clubs.
Like you have friends in classes…that's one thing. I don’t even want to say
“friends.” I’ll say “acquaintances” in classes, and you guys are there to help each
other out with passing this class and then after that, they're kind of like gone, but
being involved in co-curricular activities, I made a lot of genuine friends who I'm
still friends with to this day.
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Aurora shared that having connections with peers through her co-curricular involvement
activities was comforting for her as she tried to navigate a large college campus that felt
overwhelming. In addition, Aurora's friends provided her with opportunities to
comfortably fellowship and socialize outside of the classroom.
You go to college and like, it's a completely new environment. Even though a lot
of people from my high school do go to the college I go to now. Like, it's still
very different. There are so many different people. It’s kind of overwhelming. But
to have friends that you made from a club, it feels comforting, because you have
people that you recognize that you didn't know, for five years from high school,
and you actually do things with them every week, it just feels good.
Renee described her relationship with a friend she met through her co-curricular activities
on campus and how their friendship provides her with the support she needs, especially
during stressful times in her life.
My friend is such a huge part of my support system as well. So, if I am having a
tough time. Like last semester was extremely tough for me and in those periods,
she dropped by my house and brought me my favorite food, my favorite wine. It's
just a nice distraction you know. So, all of this plays a huge part in taking me
from like a ten back down to like a five, or like maybe a four.
Troi's connections with peers helped her create a space to be her authentic self and find
acceptance. In addition, her friendships provided her with emotional support and an
opportunity to fellowship with peers with whom she has shared experiences. Troi valued
these relationships because they also provided her with a safe outlet to share her
challenges and problems and get advice from friends that she trusted.
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We just talk about anything, you know, and not have to worry about being
stressed out because I don't have any place to just release just to express myself,
to be with other people, or just to sit and be like, hey, I want to talk about this.
Then you start talking about it. It could just be the flow of conversation and that's
usually how it goes, you know, and then all of a sudden, you start processing
something that you’ve been struggling with. And everyone is sitting there
listening to you, not judging you at all. They're just there to be an audience. If you
want feedback, they'll give it to you or if you want advice, they'll give it to you.
But nine times out of ten they're just there to just listen to you. And that's all you
need them to do. They listen and just accept you for who you are, where you are,
how you are.
Korra shared similar reasons for connecting with peers through her student clubs and
organizations on campus and the idea of wanting to find a community on campus.
Some of my friends were part of clubs. I felt like I wanted more of a sense of
community. I genuinely just wanted to find spaces that I was comfortable in, and
groups of people that could be around and I could be myself and just to find other
people that I didn't feel like I had to filter myself around.
Collectively, all the participants shared that they made connections with peers through
their co-curricular involvement activities. They also described how these connections
provided emotional, social, and academic support and influenced their persistence.
Analyzing my counter-story, the connections I made with peers through my cocurricular involvement positively influenced my persistence and was a significant part of
my college experience. Like Troi and Sarah, I formed deep and trusting friendships with
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peers on campus who became my family away from home. We had similar experiences
and challenges both on campus and in our lives at home. Most of my close friends were
immigrants from different parts of the Caribbean with whom I had shared racial, ethnic,
and cultural backgrounds, food, music, and language. We supported each other and held
each other accountable as we struggled to navigate life on a predominantly White college
campus with a combination of intersecting identities as Black women, immigrants, and
first-generation students from low-income families. Like both Troi and Sarah, my peer
connections helped me find a space where I felt safe being my authentic self. Overall, the
support system that grew out of my friendships helped me complete college.
Theme 4: Being a Student Leader Gave Black Women a Sense of Obligation to Stay
the Course
The fourth theme that emerged from the data is that being a student leader gave
Black women a sense of obligation to others and stay the course. All of the participants in
this research study shared that they had a leadership role in at least one student club or
organization. Some participants were members of several clubs and had leadership roles
in multiple student organizations. The women were elected to their leadership positions
by their peers who were members of their student club. Several participants described
that being a leader meant that they had a responsibility to their peers, the members of
their student club, and their fellow club officers to follow through on the commitment
they made to lead. Their obligation and commitment were unwavering, and the women
prioritized their leadership responsibilities, including when they felt overwhelmed from
juggling their multiple competing responsibilities in and outside of school. Troi described
her commitment to the SAS club as the President. She said:
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It was stressful but honestly…It was like my baby. And I was so proud that I was
a part of it. I was proud of my e-board, and I was proud of my members. I'm tired
but I was proud of myself and proud of everyone else. I just was happy to be
there.
She further described some of her leadership style and qualities by sharing that she
developed her team (the other club officers), established a level of trust in them, and
empowered them:
I trusted my e-board and my members to run the meetings by themselves and they
did that when I couldn't be there. So that's one way that I knew that I did it
(leading), right… I feel like because of the kind of leader that I was, I empowered
everybody. Like, you got this.
Similarly, Renee felt that she was committed to her club and was obligated to her fellow
officers. She followed through on her commitment regardless of what was happening in
her life outside of the club. Renee believed that if she quit, she would be letting her peers
down. She said:
In the fall I got officially elected to that position (Executive Vice President). That
was a very intense experience. It required a lot of work and it’s not what I thought
it would be but it's a lot of work. This semester, the president resigned because
like I said it was a lot of work so now, I'm President…If I start something I have
to see it through. So even if sometimes this (being a student leader) is taking up a
lot of time, I started it, so I don't want to disappoint or let other people down. The
stuff I'm involved in it's all a team thing. We’re a team. So even though I have my
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role, I can't do things on my own. I need that input from other people, so I just
don't want to let them down. So that's what motivates me to keep going.
Being a student leader also benefitted some participants in unexpected ways. Both Renee
and Sarah explained how being in a leadership role helped them develop their leadership
skills and motivated them to stay the course and persist. Renee explained:
I have learned so much from these leadership positions and things that I do even if
some days I need a push to keep going, it's all worth it. I never regret anything
that I've done or the things I'm involved in.
Sarah shared: “I got a lot out of my co-curriculars, networking, public speaking,
leadership, just being able to listen to people and hear their stories.”
Every woman in this study did not have positive experiences in their student clubs
and organizations. Some had painful and traumatic experiences, yet they remained
committed to their responsibilities as student leaders. As the only Black woman in the
Student Senate, Korra shared that being in the Senate was difficult, and at times she felt
like giving up. She shared several negative and painful experiences in the club and
reflected on her decision to join the club and to remain in her leadership role despite
those experiences. She explained:
Just like the national government, I think the Student Senate is never easy for
Black women. I don't think it's a coincidence that it took until 2020 for us to have
a Black woman Vice President…It's a tough space for Black women…you have
to have thicker skin and not let everything affect you and not internalize it…I
think if I was looking to join the Student Senate right now and I was aware of the
political stance of everyone in it. I know I would not feel safe to be in the Senate.
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However, I think that would be the majority of Black women. I think once you've
learned how to not internalize everything and kind of just be like, you know like
the world is really like this. It's not like you can just turn away from every
opportunity because no one looks like you there. Someone always has to be the
first person to pave the way. You have to walk in every space and do your best so
that once you leave that space, people who look like you can still be in that space.
She shared the following about how she felt after being attacked by some of her student
senate peers during a public debate the club hosted just before the 2020 national
elections:
I was getting worked up about it. Internalizing a lot of it. That was a struggle.
After that whole thing, I almost felt like giving up, almost like quitting the
Student Senate.
After this incident, Korra said she still felt obligated to continue her leadership role in the
club and she did.
Aurora reflected on her decision to remain in the club and her leadership position,
even though the COVID-19 pandemic forced the college to move to remote learning. As
a result, students could not meet in person for their co-curricular activities. Remote
learning was especially difficult for Aurora's club because they primarily engaged in
physical activities like tending to their garden. She said:
I feel like the biggest thing is just that everyone cares about it. So, if no one
showed up to the meetings, then I would probably want to go less. If people
weren't as enthusiastic as they are about what we do, then I wouldn't want to go as
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much. But also, I feel like I have to go, what else am I going to do right now?
Especially right now.
All the participants shared that they got involved in co-curricular activities on
campus because they wanted to help their community. For some of the women in this
study, the community was their peers on campus. Both Korra and Sarah had leadership
roles in the Student Senate and spoke about helping other students and fighting on behalf
of the student body to make changes on campus for everyone. Sarah explained:
I'm not just fighting for myself. I’m fighting for a whole group of us. We wanted
more and being in those co-curricular activities taught me how to stand up and
fight, not only for yourself, but for others, how to listen to what people want, and
then how to get it for them.
For Troi, the community was other Black students on campus who needed a safe space to
find a support system and be their authentic selves.
When I became President, I really was trying to emphasize that type of culture in
my meetings, and not just be like we're here to learn. We're here to talk. We're
also here to respect each other and respect ourselves and however, you want to
express yourself, go ahead and do it. However, you want to speak, speak like it.
There is no filter. As long as we're being respectful, obviously, but like however it
is that you want to be, you can be that…You can't always do that on campus or at
work, but you can do that here once a week, for an hour.
For Aurora, the students and families benefitted from her and her club's work to help the
environment and provide fresh fruits and vegetables for the food pantry.
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Collectively, the women in this research study demonstrated traits of servant
leadership, including the natural feeling to serve first and make sure that they met the
needs of other people before their own (Greenleaf, 1991). In addition, the participants in
this study demonstrated their persistence in their leadership roles and accountability to
their peers whom they committed to lead.
Theme 5: Co-Curricular Involvement Provided Access to Resources
The fifth theme that emerged from the data is that co-curricular involvement
provided Black women with access to resources. Each woman placed value on the
resources that were most important to their nuanced situation. Some participants valued
access to financial resources, mentoring programs, and internships through their cocurricular involvement activities. For example, Sarah and Renee valued gaining access to
scholarships through their co-curricular involvement, making college affordable for them.
Sarah shared:
One thing that was very helpful was when it came to things like scholarships, or
clubs or anything a student of color needed to know, you would know that in that
office, and I thought that was great because there's a lot of scholarships that I got
from being in that room.
Renee also credits earning scholarships because of her co-curricular involvement
activities on campus. These scholarships helped her to afford college:
One of the reasons, definitely not the main reason, but one of the reasons I get
involved as much as I do is because it really helps to make my scholarship
applications competitive. The United States federally funded, and state-funded
scholarships aren’t available to me as an international student. So, I need to do as
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much as possible to make my application stand out and it works. So far, I have
received two scholarships.
Renee's experience with gaining access to financial resources to help her afford college
because of the financial aid rules that apply to her immigrant status is an example of the
structural intersectionality within educational institutions that make it challenging for
women who occupy multiple identity categories to gain access to resources. Specifically,
federal and state laws and potentially institutional policies prevented Renee from
receiving other forms of financial aid support that could help her afford college.
Troi shared that having access to a support system, including counseling
resources, helped her navigate college and improve academically. For Troi: "finding that
social support, the academic support and emotional support" through her co-curricular
involvement was valuable to her persistence. She said:
I knew we had advising and counseling, but I didn’t know how to navigate that
space. I didn’t know who I could talk to, and I didn’t just want to talk to anybody
because I had done that before and sometimes it works out and sometimes, I
regret it. I was able to get the names of a couple of people who I could talk to and
who could help me. So that was good. There are just so many reasons why I’m
glad that I joined SAS and I started talking to people because all these resources
were presented to me, and I utilize them all. I’m better for it as a student but also
as a person.
Aurora did not share as much on this topic as the other participants during our
conversations. However, she spoke about accessing advising and counseling resources on
campus and using those services when she needed someone to talk to or felt
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overwhelmed. She also shared that she discovered the college's food pantry on campus
through her co-curricular involvement activities in the Environmental club. Although
Aurora's club helped stock the food pantry with fresh fruits and vegetables, she also used
the pantry as a resource and brought food home for her family.
Like Troi, Korra, Renee, Aurora, and Sarah's experiences, having access to
resources also influenced my persistence. Specifically, access to campus resources like
free tutoring helped me succeed in the math and science classes I struggled with
academically. I learned about the free tutoring program through my peers that I met in
one of my student clubs. I also benefitted financially from access to scholarships, which
helped me, and my family afford the costs of attending a relatively expensive school for
four years. Again, these resources were valuable to my academic success.
Theme 6: Black Women Identified Their Mental and Emotional Well-Being as a
Priority
The sixth theme that emerged from the data was that Black women identified their
mental and emotional well-being as a priority for them to overcome oppression and other
forms of subordination they experienced, to persist. Each of the five participants
discussed their personal mental and emotional well-being, the lack of resources on
campus to support Black women's mental and emotional health, and the need for colleges
to provide mental health resources for Black women. Through their counterstories, each
woman shared differently about some of the challenges, struggles, and obstacles Black
women encountered and must overcome to succeed academically and even in life. These
challenges included struggles and situations in the classroom and on campus as well as
stressors and problems that they faced at home and outside of school, in general.
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Troi openly shared during our conversations that she has struggled with
maintaining her mental and emotional well-being and that she was able to find help in
this area through her connections with advisors and, eventually, counseling services on
campus. She was also open about some of the stressors and frustrations she deals with as
a Black woman. She said:
Like all the stress or the frustration that you already have to deal with outside of
those four walls of that SAS meeting is going to crush you. It’s really going to
just exhaust you so much to the point where you're just like, you know what, I
don't want to go to school anymore, or I don't want to work, or I don't want to be
here anymore.
Aurora also shared that she used the counseling services on campus but argued that the
resources the college provides are not adequate for meeting the specific needs of Black
women. She noted that Black women needed counselors who had shared or similar racial
identity, ethnic, and cultural experiences as them:
Advising and counseling services are very helpful; So, we have advising and
counseling services but it's a little limited. Like if you aren't talking to someone
who's going through the same thing as you or has gone through the same thing as
you, you're definitely not going to feel like, I don't know, as relieved when you
leave the room. I think, also, like the way that Black women feel specifically, like
in college, like this imposter syndrome and like, low self-esteem, it's something
that we can't ignore. We can't just work against it by offering advising and
counseling services like a random counselor that's available, you know.
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Korra did not say if she has used any of the services available to students on campus, but
she pointed out the importance of having mental health resources for Black students in
light of the current political climate coupled with the pandemic and how these colliding
factors have influenced their academic success. Korra said:
I think our school tries so hard to promote this mental health matters type of
concept, but it's like, what about like Black mental health? Because, I mean,
definitely the mental health of Black students this past year and in 2020 has been
greatly affected way more than any other group of students. There was a period
where I couldn't even watch the news for four or five months. Every time I turned
it on, it was like a Black person was being shot. Something was happening.
Briana Taylor or someone who looked just like me, something was happening to
them. So, I couldn't even watch the news. It's like, how does that affect, Black
students, their grades, like in a pandemic, learning online, which is even harder. I
couldn’t even go on social media. I feel like our school didn't do anything about
that in terms of support for Black students specifically in that way.
Through their counterstories, the women shared situations that challenged their personal,
mental, and emotional well-being. Several participants spoke about the lack of mental
health resources on campus to support the nuanced needs of Black women. When asked
about how community colleges can help Black women, all participants said by providing
adequate mental health and counseling resources or spaces where Black women can
discuss the challenges they deal with in general and as college students. Further, their
collective counterstories echoed the importance of mental and emotional well-being for
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Black women as they moved through higher education institutions and highlighted the
lack of institutional efforts to address this issue for Black women at community colleges.
Conclusion
This chapter presented the counterstories of five Black women enrolled in a
community college. The purpose of this research was to understand how involvement in
co-curricular activities may help Black women at community colleges to persist. It also
provided Black women at community colleges with an opportunity for their voices and
stories to be reflected and represented in research and to challenge the dominant narrative
regarding their co-curricular experiences. The six commonalities and themes that
emerged from my analysis of the findings from my three data sources were: 1) adverse
encounters with racism influenced co-curricular involvement experiences, 2) connections
with faculty and staff advisors and mentors supported persistence, 3) connections with
peers provided Black women with support systems, 4) being a student leader gave Black
women a sense of obligation to stay the course, 5) co-curricular involvement provided
access to resources, and 6) Black women identified mental and emotional well-being as a
priority.
The data analysis from this research study indicated that while Black women at
community colleges had positive co-curricular involvement experiences, adverse
encounters with racism influenced their experiences. Further, the data showed that
connections with faculty and staff who were mentors, advisors, and allies were an
important part of the participants' experiences and supported their persistence. Their
connections with their peers through their co-curricular involvement provided Black
women with support systems that helped them to overcome both institutional and
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personal individual challenges that served as barriers to their academic success. In
addition, having a leadership role in a student club or organization made Black women
feel like they had an obligation to remain committed to their peers and helped them stay
the course. Through their co-curricular involvement activities, Black women gained
access to financial and other valuable support resources to their academic success. Lastly,
the participants overwhelmingly echoed that their mental health and emotional well-being
were a priority and often overlooked by the institution. In chapter 5, I will discuss my
research findings, address the limitations of my study, and present the implications for
research, practice, and policy, followed by my concluding remarks.

161

Chapter 5
Discussion, Implications, and Recommendations
The purpose of this qualitative research was to use critical race theory and critical
race counter-storytelling to understand how involvement in co-curricular activities may
help Black women at community colleges to persist. Further, this study sought to
understand how co-curricular involvement may help Black women at community
colleges create support systems to help them overcome institutional forms of oppression
and subordination. Prior research has argued that Black students encounter several
barriers that influence their persistence and academic success (Crisp & Nora, 2010;
Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Greene et al., 2008; Malcolm, 2013; McNairy, 1996; Nakajima et
al., 2012; Walpole et al., 2014). However, most research studies examining persistence
for Black women at community colleges tend to use quantitative research methods and
theories based on the experiences of White male, traditional-aged students enrolled at
four-year institutions.
Further, the examination of co-curricular involvement experiences of Black
women at community colleges has been studied, interpreted, and shared using a White
majoritarian lens, deficit theories, and methodologies. Subsequently, I used critical race
counter-storytelling to provide Black women with an opportunity to be represented in the
research and to share their narratives regarding their co-curricular involvement
experiences at community colleges. The participant's counterstories were presented using
the methodological approach associated with narrative research, which included the
telling and re-telling of the participant's stories and their lived experiences. My study was
guided by three research questions: 1) What are the co-curricular involvement
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experiences of Black women at community colleges? 2) How do co-curricular
experiences help Black women at community colleges to persist? 3) How does cocurricular involvement help Black women at community colleges create support systems
that help them overcome oppression and other forms of subordination?
I interviewed Troi, Korra, Aurora, Renee, and Sarah, who shared their narratives
and counterstories as Black women enrolled at Crest Ridge Community College. The
women were selected because they met the study criteria, which included: 1) identifying
a Black/African American woman, 2) currently involved in a student club or organization
or actively involved in co-curricular activities, and 3) enrolled at a community college for
two or more consecutive semesters. I used critical race methodology to analyze the data
from three primary sources: 1) the counterstories of the participants which emerged
during the interviews, 2) the reflexive journal and counter-story of the researcher, and 3)
the existing literature on the topic. I presented the six themes that emerged from my data
analysis in Chapter 4. This chapter will discuss my findings and answer the three research
questions that guided my study. I will also address implications for policy,
practice/leadership, research, and the study's limitations. Finally, I will offer
recommendations and concluding remarks.
Discussion
Research Question 1: What are the Co-Curricular Involvement Experiences of Black
Women at Community Colleges?
Adverse Encounters with Racism Influenced Co-Curricular Involvement
Experiences. The co-curricular involvement experiences of Black women at community
colleges include adverse encounters with racism. The findings indicated that Black
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women at community colleges experienced blatant racism and racial microaggressions
within a racially charged campus environment that adversely influenced their
involvement experiences. Participants shared their encounters with racism and racial
microaggressions in their co-curricular involvement activities and spaces that Black
women considered safe. This finding is consistent with the literature that acknowledged
racially minoritized students may experience racism and racial microaggressions within
the context of a hostile, racial campus environment or campus climate (Acevedo-Gil &
Zuerquera, 2016; Chambers, 2011; Fegan et al., 1996; Harper et al., 2018; Mertes &
Hoover, 2014; Museus, 2014; Yosso et al., 2000). The findings from this study supported
the literature in this area. Still, the participant's counterstories extended the discussion to
suggest how the national, racial climate may influence the racial campus climate and the
types of blatant racist encounters that Black women at community colleges experienced.
In addition, this study also found that the institutional response or lack of response when
Black women reported racist encounters on campus further served to oppress and inflict
harm on them and students from other minoritized backgrounds.
Participants shared that they encountered blatant racism and racial
microaggressions in their student clubs and organizations. This experience was a notable
difference from the discourse in the literature that often-situated experiences with racism
within the classroom context or generalized it to campus climate. Capper (2015), Harper
(2012), Solorzano and Yosso (2001), (2002) argued that using critical race counterstorytelling in educational research provided diverse students with the opportunity to give
voice to the experiential realities that shape their college experiences and to help dispel
the majoritarian myths about their experiences. Specifically, the literature did not
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represent Black women at community colleges' experiences with racism and racial
microaggressions in their student clubs and organizations and their co-curricular
involvement activities. These experiences within this specific context were discovered by
sharing the participant's counterstories and aligned with critical race theory as the
theoretical framework and critical race counter-storytelling as the chosen methodological
framework for this research study. These chosen frameworks allowed the participants to
give voice to their nuanced experiences with racism and how these experiences adversely
influenced their persistence and academic success.
The research findings also indicated that Black women's encounters with racism
and racial microaggressions sparked feelings of fear, outrage, isolation, concern for their
safety, and feelings of being policed. Several scholars supported these findings and
argued that Black women's experiences with hostile, racial campus climates and acts of
racism result in them feeling unsafe, alienated, isolated, and contribute to them not
persisting at higher education institutions (Chambers, 2011; Feagan et al., 1996; Yosso et
al., 2000 and Winkle-Wagner, 2015, 2009). Specifically, feeling unsafe on their college
campus was shared by all the participants and was also a salient experience for the
researcher. Participants feeling unsafe on campus because of their encounters with racism
and racial microaggressions were based not only on their racial identity but also on other
intersecting identities such as gender, social class, language, and immigrant status. The
women in this study occupied at least two of these identities; however, some had other
intersecting identities that may have accounted for how their encounters with racism and
or racial microaggressions in and outside the classroom made them feel. Crenshaw
(1991) supported this finding and argued that women of color experience oppression
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based on their race and other intersecting gendered and classed experiences. The
intersectionality tenet of CRT further examines this phenomenon and serves as a
framework for studying and understanding what happens to individuals when they
occupy more than one of these categories (Capper, 2015; Crenshaw, 1991; Delgado &
Stefanic, 2013; McCoy & Rodrick, 2015). Further, it aligned with how these intersecting
identities and other forms of oppression influenced persistence and academic outcomes
for Black women at community colleges.
Research Question 2: How do Co-Curricular Experiences Help Black Women at
Community Colleges to Persist?
Connections with Faculty and Staff Advisors and Mentors Supported
Persistence. Black women at community colleges identified that connections with
faculty advisors and mentors supported their persistence. The findings indicated that
Black women made connections with faculty and staff outside the classroom through cocurricular activities. Faculty and staff advisors to student clubs and organizations served
as mentors to Black women and helped them successfully navigate college. Participants
described these connections as an essential part of their personal development and
academic success. Having meaningful connections with faculty and staff within the
context of co-curricular involvement activities also provided support and access to
resources for the participants. There is an expansive body of research that supported this
finding and demonstrates that positive faculty-student interactions in and outside the
classroom influence persistence for all students (Astin, 1984, 1993; Chang, 2005;
Fischer, 2007; Flowers, 2004; Kuh, 2009; Strayhorn & Johnson, 2014; Tinto, 1997).
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This finding was also corroborated by several scholars who argued that students
of color connections with faculty and staff positively influence academic achievement,
development, persistence and help to strengthen the bond between the student and the
institution (Astin, 1984; Chang, 2005; Fischer, 2007; Flowers, 2004; Pascarella et al.,
1986; Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; Tinto, 1997). A study conducted by Lundberg et al.
(2018) also showed that minority women at community colleges benefitted academically
from consistent faculty-student interactions, which aligns with my research study
findings. In addition, research demonstrated that positive mentor relationships with
faculty influenced academic success for Black women (Patton, 2009; Strayhorn & Sadler,
2009; Winkle-Wagner, 2015). Some of the participants in this study discussed how their
connections with faculty and staff motivated them to improve their academic
performance, influenced them to get involved and remain involved in co-curricular
activities on campus, and helped them persist.
The participants shared that they developed deep relationships with their student
club advisors, influencing their persistence and academic success. Further, some of the
women in this study described their connections with their student club advisors as
familial relationships. The participants shared that these student club advisors genuinely
cared about their overall well-being and academic success. Participants who had strong
connections with their student club advisors noted that these bonds helped them develop
stronger ties to the institution.
The literature supported this finding and contended that undergraduate students of
color who established connections with faculty and staff who validated their cultural
backgrounds and went above their regular duties to show concern, support, and advocacy

167

for them persisted and succeeded academically (Museus & Neville, 2012). Love (2008)
also reported that Black women who had quality relationships with their parents or other
parental figures helped alleviate the psychological stress they encountered in college.
Some of the women in this study regarded their student club advisor or mentor as
parental figures who they believed wanted to see them persist and succeed academically.
The literature broadly discussed the influence of connections with faculty and staff who
go above and beyond to support undergraduate students of color academic success. The
findings from this study focus specifically on Black women's connections with their
student club advisors and how these connections influenced their persistence and
academic success.
Being a Student Leader Gave Black Women a Sense of Obligation to Stay the
Course. The findings from this study overwhelmingly indicated that Black women who
had a leadership role in a student club or organization felt a deep sense of obligation to
their club, which influenced them to stay the course and persist. Although being a student
leader or holding a leadership position in a student club or organization was not a
requirement to participate in this study, the women selected for this study had a
leadership role in a student club. In addition, their decision to remain in their leadership
roles despite the internal institutional and external challenges and stressors they faced
demonstrated a strong sense of responsibility to their peers in the club and the broader
campus community.
Previous studies that explored student leadership within the context of cocurricular involvement examined this phenomenon from the perspective of students
having opportunities to develop and practice their leadership skills in a safe environment
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with supportive faculty and staff advisors (Smith & Chenoweth, 2015). Other studies
found that connecting with peers in and outside the classroom had a strong positive effect
on students' leadership development (Astin, 1984, 1993; Fischer, 2007; Hu & Kuh, 2002;
Milem & Berger, 1997). Examining how being a student leader influences persistence
through the lens of the existing literature focuses the discourse on Black women
improving their leadership qualities as a significant benefit of having a student leadership
role.
This finding does not necessarily contradict the literature on this topic. Instead, it
offers an alternative lens to examine the influence of being a student leader on Black
women's persistence at community colleges. This study found that each woman
possessed servant leadership qualities and characteristics, including serving others first
and going beyond one's self-interest to help others (Greenleaf, 1977). De Pree (1992)
further described servant leaders as having empathy and accountability for others,
especially those who most need help and support. These leadership qualities allowed the
Black women in this study to follow through on their commitment to their student clubs
despite struggling or wanting to drop out. This sense of obligation to their student clubs
helped them stay the course and persist through difficult periods and experiences.
When examining the servant leadership qualities of the women in this study
juxtaposed with the dominant narrative that focuses on what Black women do not have to
persist, the finding from this study supports the argument for using critical race theory as
a theoretical framework for this study. CRT changed the women's narratives in this study
from one rooted in racial inferiority and other deficit narratives and shifts the focus to
what the women have that helped them stay the course and persist (Harper, 2012; Harper
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et al., 2018; Patton 2016). Further, the use of critical race counter-storytelling as the
methodological approach to this research study helped highlight what Black women
brought to their co-curricular involvement experiences as student leaders instead of only
focusing on what they gained from being student leaders.
Research Question 3: How Does Co-Curricular Involvement Help Black Women at
Community Colleges Create Support Systems that Help them Overcome Oppression
and Other Forms of Subordination?
Connections With Peers Provided Black Women with Support
Systems. Black women at community colleges made connections with peers through
their co-curricular involvement experiences who provided them with support systems that
helped them to overcome oppression and other forms of subordination. The findings
emphasized the importance of making connections with peers with whom Black women
had shared experiences. Participants overwhelmingly shared that they made connections
with peers through their co-curricular activities and student clubs and organizations.
Making friends and connecting with peers who looked like them was also a motivational
factor for some participants to join a student club or organization. This finding was
substantiated by several scholars who argued that peer relationships were a significant
part of Black women's experiences in college and quality relationships with campus peers
were positively related to persistence (Crisp & Nora, 2015; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Karp
et al., 2010; Rose et al., 2014; Winkle-Wagner, 2015, 2019). More than half of the
women shared that they joined a student club to make friends, while other participants
joined a club without any expectations but made meaningful connections with peers. In
addition, some participants expressed that they built lasting friendships with peers in their
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student clubs compared to in the classroom because they were involved in their clubs and
organizations for a significantly more extended period than they were in a semester-long
class.
Black women identified connections with peers as foundational to helping them
create support systems on campus that influenced their persistence and academic success.
Peer connections helped the participants create safe spaces to be their authentic selves,
share their personal and academic struggles, find solutions to problems, and find
acceptance on their college campus. Rose et al. (2014) found that the relationships that
Black women enrolled at community colleges formed with their peers provided them
with a sense of community that they could rely on for support. Participants shared the
importance of having safe spaces on campus for Black women and students of color in
general that supported their academic success and provided them with a sense of
belonging and community. Connections with peers were significant for some participants
who shared that their student club meetings were a safe space where they could let their
guard down and be their authentic selves compared to in the classroom or at their oncampus job.
Further, connections with peers helped Black women successfully navigate their
college campus and learn about available resources and services. Several other scholars
also reported that Black women who engaged in co-curricular activities found that their
connections with peers helped them to navigate college successfully and were, therefore,
less likely to leave their institution (Crisp & Nora, 2015; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Karp et
al., 2010; Rose et al., 2014). Participants valued opportunities to share their academic
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struggles with peers they trusted and have a support system that helped them thrive
academically.
It is important to note that some participants had deeper connections with peers
than others and considered these friends to be their "family" on campus. These deep
relationships provided comfort and support to Black women as they navigated the
challenges and stressors of college and being in a hostile and racial campus climate. This
finding is substantiated by several scholars who found that peer relationships provided
Black women with a sense of community they could rely on for support (Crisp & Nora,
2015; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Karp et al., 2010; Rose et al., 2014).
Black Women Identified Mental and Emotional Well-Being is a Priority. A
notable and surprising finding emerged in this study: Black women identified their
mental and emotional well-being as an important priority for overcoming oppression and
other forms of subordination to persist. The participants discussed how their mental and
emotional well-being influenced their overall college experiences and academic success.
The women shared that their mental well-being was often challenged by internal
institutional stressors they encountered both in and outside the classroom and their
challenges at home and in society.
External stressors, including socioeconomic factors, familial situations,
encounters with racism in society, and the current hostile racial climate in the country,
adversely influenced the mental and emotional well-being of the participants and,
ultimately, their academic success. Additionally, internal institutional stressors included
racist attacks on safe spaces where Black women gathered socially, encounters with
blatant racism, and racial microaggressions on a hostile racial college campus in the
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classroom and within the context of their co-curricular involvement experiences. These
internal and external factors adversely influenced the participants' mental and emotional
well-being and their ability to persist.
The context and discourse in this research study that relates Black women's
mental and emotional well-being to persistence and academic outcomes differed
significantly from the discussion in the literature on this topic. Several scholars argued
that psychological factors influence persistence for community college students and
identified those factors a lack of motivation, self-empowerment, self-efficacy, and not
having clear achievement goals such as plans to transfer to a four-year institution
(Barbatis, 2010; David et al., 2015; Goldrick-Rab, 2010; Marti, 2009; Nakajima et al.,
2012; Walpole et al., 2014). The factors identified in the literature highlighted individual
student characteristics instead of the external environmental and institutional factors and
conditions that influenced students' mental and emotional well-being and their ability to
persist. Examining Black women's mental health and emotional well-being relative to
their academic success, solely through the lens of the literature places the blame for their
educational outcomes squarely on the students. This approach neglects the role that
institutional factors such as campus climate, policies and practices, structures, and a lack
of access to adequate resources and student services play in oppressing Black women and
influencing whether they persist or drop out.
Further, the data from the body of research and approach to examining and
addressing the influence of psychological factors on students' academic success and
outcomes oversimplifies the human experience by generalizing it to Black students
(Delgado & Stefanic, 2012). It does not account for the other subordinate identities
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including gender, social class, religion, ability/disability, sexual orientation, immigration
status, etc. that Black women occupy outside of race (Capper, 2015; Crenshaw, 1991;
Delgado & Stefanic, 2012; McCoy & Rodrick, 2015). The participants in this study
voiced some of the struggles, stressors, and challenges of Black women who occupy
several identity categories and how the intersectionality of these identities influence their
mental health and emotional well-being and ultimately their ability to persist and achieve
academic success.
Although the participants recognized and identified their mental and emotional
well-being as a priority, they noted that the institution lacked counseling resources and
other related programs explicitly designed for Black women. A quantitative study
conducted by Katz and Davidson (2014) found that community college students received
less information about mental health and counseling resources from their institutions.
However, they reportedly had more severe mental health issues and reported them more
frequently than traditional university students. Further, the participants cited that having
access to counseling resources on campus representative of Black women's nuanced
experiences was an essential part of the support system they needed to persist. This was
supported by Jones and Pritchett-Johnson (2018), who argued that there was a lack of
information about targeted mental health resources for Black women in college who need
support in this area but are hesitant to seek out those resources.
Several participants shared that having Black women counselors as part of
counseling programs that serve Black women at community colleges should be an
institutional priority. Further, they cited a lack of understanding of the lived experiences
of Black women as the main reason why White women and male counselors were not
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adequate or appropriate counseling resources for Black women. The women shared that
they felt more comfortable confiding in counselors who looked like them and who they
believed could understand Black women's struggles and, subsequently, would be able to
support them. However, these resources were unavailable at their institution and
sometimes served as barriers to Black women seeking mental health counseling.
The women shared that having access to safe spaces and opportunities to openly
discuss the unique challenges Black women enrolled in community colleges experience
could serve as a support system and help them persist. Winkle-Wagner (2015, 2009)
argued that institutional support programs that address psychological counseling are for
all students. However, there are few, if any, resources specifically targeted to help Black
women persist. The findings from this study identified a similar void in this area. Further,
some of the participants in this study shared that predominantly Black student clubs and
organizations should prioritize creating safe spaces and healthy enclaves for Black
women to focus on mental health and wellness with peers and advisors that they trust.
These safe spaces allow Black women to create support systems that help them prioritize
their mental and emotional well-being and overcome oppression and other forms of
subordination they encounter.
Co-Curricular Involvement Provided Access to Resources. This study found
that co-curricular involvement experiences provided access to resources for Black women
at community colleges that helped them to overcome oppression and other forms of
subordination. Having access to these resources helped the women to overcome barriers
to their persistence and academic success. For each participant, the resources varied
based on their individual experiences, intersecting identities, and nuanced needs. For

175

example, for some of the participants, a valuable resource was having access to financial
aid and scholarships. Others valued mentoring programs, internships, psychological
counseling services, and other information that they only learned about through their cocurricular involvement activities. Further, this finding illustrated that resources were
unique and nuanced based on each participant's needs and suggests that Black women are
not a monolith and that their experiences are nuanced and unique.
Specifically, examining this finding using the lens of the CRT tenet,
intersectionality extends our understanding of how the participants nuanced intersecting
identities and spaces of oppression influenced their needs as they strived to persist
(Capper, 2015, Crenshaw, 1991; Delgado & Stefancic, 2012; McCoy & Rodrick, 2015).
At the onset of this study, intersectionality and spaces of oppression were reflected in the
participant sample as being, race, gender, socioeconomic status, and immigration status.
This finding extends the lens through which we examine the intersecting identities of
Black women at community colleges by highlighting other nuanced underlying identities
including being a transfer student at a community college; aspiring to transfer to a fouryear institution; and having well defined academic goals and clearly defined career field
and career goals.
The underlying nuanced and intersecting identities of the women in this study,
when coupled with their race, gender, socioeconomic, and immigration status indicated
that the resources they valued were often connected to their underlying identities.
Participants who had a clearly defined goal and aspirations of transferring to a four-year
institution valued having access to co-curricular activities and programs that would help
their transfer application stand out. Further, this finding extends the use of
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intersectionality when examining persistence for Black women at community college by
challenging researchers, institutions, leaders, and practitioners to think deeper about the
underlying identities that Black women possess and how these nuanced identities
influence the resources that support persistence for them.
The body of literature that examines the value of having access to resources on
Black women at persistence does not address this theme specifically for Black women
enrolled at community colleges. The literature identified socioeconomic status,
psychological and demographic factors, and lack of information about navigating college
as risk factors that influenced persistence for Black women at community colleges (Crisp
& Nora, 2010; Greene et al., 2008; Malcolm, 2013; McNairy, 1996; Nakajima et al.,
2012). However, the literature does not connect gaining access to the resources that help
Black women to overcome these barriers, to their co-curricular involvement activities.
Some institutions may assume that Black women know that some of these resources exist
and that students learn how to navigate the institution and find them. However, this is
often not the case for Black women who occupy multiple spaces of oppression that
intersect, such as gender, race, social class, immigrant, and first-generation status (Patton
et al., 2015). Further, Patton et al. (2015) argued that structural intersectionality within
educational institutions supported policies that made it challenging to provide resources
for women who occupy these multiple spaces of oppression. Frogge and Woods (2018)
also argued that first-generation students were less likely to understand how to navigate
their college environment successfully.
This finding connected gaining access to the resources that helped participants
overcome and mitigate several risk factors and barriers to their co-curricular involvement.
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Other research studies have identified a void in formal institutional support structures and
services specifically targeted to help Black women persist and achieve academic success
(Winkle-Wagner, 2015; 2009). Some women described gaining access to these resources
through their co-curricular involvement activities as an informal pipeline or
"underground railroad" that only the students involved in the club or were connected to
some advisors knew. This informal pipeline through which important information flowed
that helped Black women to navigate community college and overcome some of their risk
factors further illustrates the lack of formal institutional support programs and services
for this student population. Additionally, it highlighted the efforts of student club
advisors and other campus allies, who go above and beyond to help Black women to
persist.
Implications for Policy, Practice/Leadership, and Research
Policy
The findings from this research study suggested several implications that may
apply to policy, practice/leadership, and research relative to Black women's persistence
and academic success at community colleges. In terms of policy, the findings suggest that
federal, state, and institutional funded support programs may help Black women enrolled
in community colleges overcome some of the barriers that prevent them from persisting.
Community college's open-access policies, affordable tuition, and multiple academic
missions serve as a pathway to earning a post-secondary degree for many Black women
who otherwise would not attend college (Walpole et al., 2014). However, after they
enroll, many of the women drop out and fail to complete their academic programs for a
myriad of reasons, including their inability to access resources or a lack of resources that
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they need to persist (Confer & Somers, 2001; Grimes & David, 1999; Nakajima et al.,
2012; Walpole et al., 2014). The current one-size-fits-all approach to supporting all
community college students fails to adequately support persistence for Black women who
may have financial, psychological, social, academic support, and other nuanced needs.
Black women at community colleges specifically identified their mental and
emotional well-being as a priority for them to overcome oppression and other forms of
subordination they experienced, to persist. Further, they explained how having access to
mental health and emotional wellness resources for Black women was an important part
of their support system. They also highlighted the lack of Black counselors and other
mental and emotional support programs and resources for Black women on campus.
Increasing funding for these types of resources and making Black women's mental health
and well-being an institutional priority for community colleges may result in better
academic outcomes for this student population. Further, implementing institutional hiring
and retention policies to ensure counselors who reflect the racial, cultural, and gendered
identities of the student population are available to students may help to improve
outcomes for Black women at community colleges.
Additionally, the Black women in this study experienced oppression based on
race and other subordinate identities, which precluded some from accessing existing
federal, state, and institutional resources due to existing laws and structural
intersectionality within educational institutions. This was especially salient for Black
women from low-income families, those who had sole financial responsibility for
college, or had varying immigrant statuses. Some of these intersecting identities pose
additional risk factors that influence persistence and force Black women to stop out of
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college. Subsequently, community colleges should consider establishing scholarships and
other need-based funding sources specifically earmarked for Black women who occupy
multiple spaces of oppression to help mitigate existing federal and state barriers to
students' persistence. Improving access to financial resources that Black women could
qualify for may also help to redress the need for some Black women to choose between
working to afford college and persisting without dropping or stopping out.
Practice/Leadership
The findings from this study also suggest implications that apply to community
college institutional practices and leadership. The theoretical framework and
methodological approach used in this study provided Black women with an opportunity
to share their counterstories and lived experiences about their co-curricular involvement
experiences. The participants’ counterstories may help community college leaders and
practitioners understand Black women's racial, gendered, social class, and other forms of
subordination. Black women's experiences with racism and racial microaggressions in
their student clubs and organizations perpetuated by peers and student club advisors alike
suggest that institutional leaders should consider conducting regular periodic assessments
of community college racial campus climate. They should also consider implementing
institutional policies and practices that align with the recommendations from these
assessments that may help to improve the campus racial climate and experiences of Black
women and students from other marginalized groups.
An additional implication for leadership and practice challenges community
college leaders and practitioners to understand how they can support Black women, in
student leadership roles. The findings from this study indicated that the servant leadership
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qualities exhibited by the participants supported their persistence and sustained their
connections to the institution, student clubs, and peers (Greenleaf, 1991). However, Black
women’s commitment to serving others first while possibly neglecting their own self-care
needs have potential implications for the mental and emotion-well-being of Black women
in leadership roles at community colleges. Several authors have noted that Black women
are socialized to care for and nurture others while often neglecting their own self-care
needs which may result in adverse psychological consequences (Abrams et al., 2014;
Beauboeuf-Lafontant, 2009; Woods-Giscombé, 2010). This gendered-racial stereotype of
the Black women connects the idea of Black women as servant leaders to the discussion
on the mental and emotional well-being of Black women student leaders on community
college campuses. This finding further highlights the need for institutional leaders and
practitioners to understand how the servant leadership characteristic qualities that Black
women bring to their student leadership roles are operationalized and provide formal
resources and support structures to mitigate the potential adverse implications on the
mental and emotion well-being of Black women at community colleges.
Other implications for practice and leadership include reimagining the lens
through which community college practitioners and leaders assess and account for Black
women's co-curricular involvement and its relationship to their persistence. Many
community college practitioners and leaders use traditional majoritarian theories and
frameworks like Astin's theory of involvement (1984, 1993) and Tinto's theory of college
departure (1975, 1987, 1993) to develop policies, create co-curricular programs, and
account for the involvement experiences and academic outcomes of Black women. The
counterstories and findings from this study helped challenge the use of these traditional
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theoretical frameworks to account for Black women's outcomes. They also suggest that
the voices, lived experiences, and narratives of Black women should be foundational to
student involvement praxis and leadership relative to their involvement experiences and
academic success.
Black women rely on connections with peers to provide support systems that help
them navigate community colleges and overcome oppression and barriers to persistence.
Therefore, student involvement practitioners should consider implementing programs and
provide opportunities for Black women to make strong connections with peers with
whom they have shared experiences. Further, Black women found a community and
access to resources in their student clubs that helped them to persist. Therefore,
institutional initiatives that help infuse these components into student involvement
activities and meet Black women in the spaces where they are most comfortable sharing
their challenges should be considered. Bringing the resources that Black women
identified as being salient to their persistence to them may eliminate the need for the
"underground railroad" approach to successfully navigating college that the participants
in this study described.
Research
Additional research studies that examine how co-curricular involvement
experiences may influence persistence for Black women at community colleges with
other nuanced demographic characteristics not represented in this study are
recommended. Although the criteria to participate in this study were relatively broad, the
Black women selected for this study were all traditional-aged students enrolled in college
full-time. Therefore, the findings from the data represented a subsection of the
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demographic characteristics and experiences of this student population. Black women
come to community colleges with nuanced demographic characteristics and lived
experiences therefore, additional research that utilizes a similar methodological approach
and theoretical framework may extend our understanding of this topic by examining how
co-curricular involvement experiences may influence persistence for non-traditional age
Black women, Black women who are parents, spouses, those who attend college parttime and have other individual characteristics that were not represented in the participants
who were selected for this study. This may provide community college practitioners and
leadership with additional insight into the experiences of Black women with other types
of demographic characteristics.
Another area for future research may include using a similar methodological
approach to conduct a study that extends the discourse on how being a student leader
gave Black women at community colleges a sense of obligation to stay the course and
persist. Exploring this finding from the study could potentially add to the body of
literature on the influence of student leadership on Black women's persistence and
academic success and specifically on Black women enrolled in community colleges as
servant leaders.
Lastly, additional research that examines how co-curricular involvement may
influence persistence for Black women at community colleges with students who have
already persisted and completed college may provide further insight into this
phenomenon. Black women who have already completed college may be able to reflect
on their co-curricular involvement experiences relative to finishing college and share
their counterstories from the perspective of being removed from the institution and

183

achieving success. Further, being removed from the institution may also allow Black
women to share more candidly about their experiences at community colleges.
Recommendations
This research study suggests that co-curricular involvement influences persistence
for Black women at community colleges. Critical race counter-storytelling allowed the
women to share their narratives and give voice to their co-curricular experiences. Black
women at community colleges experience racism and racial microaggressions on their
college campuses and struggle with prioritizing their mental and emotional well-being.
Connections with faculty and administrative staff who went above and beyond their
regular duties to mentor, support, and affirm Black women, and relationships with peers
played a significant role in navigating college, gaining access to resources, and
overcoming other barriers to persist and achieve academic success. Given these findings,
community colleges should purposefully consider implementing policies, programs, and
initiatives that focus on providing opportunities for Black women to connect with peers,
faculty, and staff in a concerted way.
Diversity and Inclusion Training
Community colleges should consider providing diversity, equity, inclusion, and
antibias training for faculty and administrative staff who desire to serve as student club
advisors. In addition, institutions should consider offering similar workshops for student
leaders. This program should be ongoing and built into the fabric of the student life and
co-curricular involvement activities on community college campuses. In addition,
institutions should consider implementing processes for students to report incidences of
blatant and covert racism and racial microaggressions. Further they should create a
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diverse committee representative of students, faculty, and staff who would be responsible
for assessing and recommending how the institution should address and respond to these
complaints.
Faculty/Staff-Student and Peer-Peer Mentoring Programs
The findings from this research study align with the literature that shows
connections with faculty, staff and peers supported persistence and positive academic
outcomes for Black women at community college (Crisp & Nora, 2015; Fischer, 2007;
Flowers, 2004; Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Karp et al., 2010; Kuh, 2009 Winkle-Wagner,
2015, 2019). Implementing a mentoring program that pairs faculty and staff with Black
women would be a recommended best practice. The data from this study showed that
Black women made connections with faculty and staff through informal avenues,
including in the classroom, in student clubs, and through on-campus employment.
Therefore, instituting a formal faculty/administrator-student mentoring program could
help to institutionalize this practice. In addition, institutions could extend this opportunity
to Black women who are not involved in co-curricular activities. The findings from this
study argued that faculty/staff connections supported Black women's persistence by
helping them to navigate college and gain access to valuable resources. Further, the
findings show that Black women made deep connections with faculty outside the
classroom through their co-curricular involvement activities.
Similarly, developing and implementing a peer mentoring program for Black
women at community colleges is recommended based on the findings from this research
study. Black women cited their connections with peers provided them with support
systems that helped them overcome the challenges, obstacles, and other forms of
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oppression they encountered on their community college campus. The findings also
showed that Black women sought opportunities to connect with other Black women
through their co-curricular activities. Instituting a formal peer mentoring program would
help Black women to make these connections earlier in their enrollment at community
colleges. Most of the women in this study made connections with other Black women
through their involvement in a student club or organization. A formal peer mentoring
program would extend this best practice beyond just making connections in student clubs.
It could provide opportunities for more Black women to connect in meaningful ways that
support their persistence.
Limitations
The findings from this research study may be limited by the methodological
approach and procedural decisions that the research made while conducting the study.
The use of critical race counter-storytelling methodology focused on sharing and giving
voice to the counterstories of Black women at community colleges. These counterstories
are nuanced and unique. Therefore, the lived experiences of the participants in this study
are not generalizable. As stated earlier, all participants were traditional aged students.
This study did not explore the lived experiences of non-traditional aged Black women or
Black women who are parents, spouses, attend college part-time and attend community
colleges. Including the lived experiences of non-traditional aged Black women and those
who have other nuanced individual characteristics in this study would have provided the
researcher with insight into how their experienced were similar or different.
Another limitation is that this research study was conducted at one community
college. Subsequently, the findings from this study cannot be generalized to Black
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women at all community colleges. Conducting a new study at multiple community
colleges may increase the generalizability of the research findings because institutions
have different resources, programs and structural support systems that may influence the
lived experiences of Black women.
COVID-19 Pandemic
I collected the interview data for this research study in the middle of a global
pandemic unlike any of us have witnessed in our lifetime; therefore, I must acknowledge
how COVID-19 may have impacted this study and the research participants. One
limitation of this study may be that the interviews with the research participants were
conducted virtually due to the pandemic. An important component of narrative research
studies, in general, is observing the participant in their natural setting and connecting
with them during the interviews. Unfortunately, when these interviews were conducted,
strict guidelines from the Center for Disease Control did not allow individuals to gather
in person for non-essential reasons. Therefore, the data was collected via video or audio
conference. This prohibited the researcher from experiencing each participant in their
natural setting and observing non-verbal cues and body language during data collection.
Several participants also chose to leave their cameras off during interviews which may
not have influenced the actual data being collected but instead altered the human
connection that is a part of collecting and sharing stories.
The guidelines that prohibited in-person interviews and data collection also
prevented students from having in-person co-curricular involvement activities.
Subsequently, several participants shared that their student club or organization limited
the types of activities they could host. Participants also lost the ability to engage with
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their peers, faculty, and staff advisors in person. Instead, their counterstories consisted of
a combination of their recent experiences but primarily reflecting on co-curricular
involvement activities they had experienced before the pandemic.
Conclusion
This qualitative research study aimed to understand how involvement in cocurricular activities may help Black women at community colleges persist. Critical race
counter-storytelling was used as the methodological approach to examine the cocurricular experiences of Black women and to understand how their experiences helped
them to create support systems to overcome barriers to persistence. This study supports
previous research findings that argue co-curricular involvement helps Black women to
persist. In addition, it extends the discourse on this phenomenon by highlighting that cocurricular involvement serves as a pathway for Black women to establish support systems
and gain access to resources they identified as important to their persistence. In doing so,
this study also challenged the use of majoritarian theories, frameworks, and institutional
practices that community colleges often use to support, explain, and understand Black
women's involvement experiences. Further, it dispels the myth that Black women come
to community colleges knowing how to navigate these institutions.
For many Black women, community colleges offer a pathway to attaining a
college degree and securing a better future for themselves and their families; however,
many of them fail to persist after they enroll. The disparity in college completion rates for
Black women compared to their White peers is often attributed to individual
characteristics and risk factors that Black women bring to community colleges. These
characteristics include lack of academic preparation, educational aspirations, first-
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generation college student status, socioeconomic status, and lack of social capital needed
to navigate college. Institutional factors, including a hostile racial campus climate,
isolation, experiences with racism and racial microaggressions in and outside the
classroom, lack of academic support programs, and no formal institutional support
structures and services to help Black women, adversely influence persistence and
academic success for this student population.
This research study does not dispute these previous arguments about why Black
women do not persist. However, using critical race counter-storytelling helps dispel the
majoritarian-based assessments about Black women's co-curricular involvement
experiences at community colleges and the assumptions that institutions use to account
for why Black women drop out. Instead, this study illustrated that despite the deficit lens
through which community colleges may view what Black women bring to the institution,
some assumed significant leadership roles in varying student clubs and organizations that
help them persist. Further, it challenges the assumptions that community colleges make
about the support and resources that Black women need to persist and succeed
academically based on perceived intersecting needs as compared to their nuanced,
underlying identities.
Through their counterstories, the women in this study shared how they overcame
not being academically prepared for college, lack of financial support, and dealing with a
hostile racial campus climate, lack of formal institutional resources and structures to
support their academic success. Instead, they identified their peer support systems,
connections with faculty and staff advisors and mentors, and access to resources they
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learned about through their connections and co-curricular involvement helped them to
successfully navigate college, overcome barriers, and persist.
The findings from this study demonstrate the sense of self-empowerment and
agency Black women at community colleges bring to their co-curricular involvement
activities to create and maintain their own informal support systems that helped them to
overcome oppression and other forms of subordination to persist. The women in this
study identified a void in formal institutional support programs and resources at
community colleges for Black women. Subsequently, they acted on their own and were
able to successfully develop and implement informal support structures and systems such
as creating spaces through their involvement activities to make meaningful connections
with peers, faculty and administrators who supported their persistence and academic
success. Further, the findings from this study challenge the use of majoritarian narratives
that often credit institutional programs and initiatives for the success of Black women at
community while devaluing what Black women do to support their own persistence and
academic success.
Finally, the findings from this study suggest that if institutions are committed to
helping Black women at community colleges to persist, they need to understand the
nuanced and lived experiences of a cross-section of Black women because we are not a
monolith. Black women come to higher education institutions with intersecting identities,
making the one-size-fits-all approach to redressing this student population's persistence
and college completion problem baseless. Further, community college leaders and
practitioners should examine their institutional practices and policies that serve as
barriers to persistence for Black women and implement formal programs and support
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services that help this student population persist. Community colleges have long
established themselves as a pathway to attaining a college degree and providing Black
women with access to a better life and future; subsequently, the path should adequately
support this component of their institutional mission from enrollment to college
completion.
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Appendix A
Interview Consent Form
KEY INFORMATION AND CONSENT TO TAKE PART IN A RESEARCH
STUDY
ADULT CONSENT FORM FOR SOCIAL AND BEHAVIORAL RESEARCH

TITLE OF STUDY: The Counterstories of Black Women at Community Colleges:
Understanding How Co-Curricular Involvement Helps them to Persist.
Principal Investigator: Monica Kerrigan, Ed.D
You are being asked to take part in a research study. This consent form is part of an
informed consent process for a research study and it will provide key information that
will help you decide whether you wish to volunteer for this research study.
Please carefully read the key information provided in questions 1-9 and 14 below. The
purpose behind those questions is to provide clear information about the purpose of the
study, study specific information about what will happen in the course of the study, what
are the anticipated risks and benefits, and what alternatives are available to you if you do
not wish to participate in this research study.
The study team will explain the study to you, and they will answer any question you
might have before volunteering to take part in this study. It is important that you take
your time to make your decision. You may take this consent form with you to ask a
family member or anyone else before agreeing to participate in the study.
If you have questions at any time during the research study, you should feel free to ask
the study team and should expect to be given answers that you completely understand.
After all of your questions have been answered, if you still wish to take part in the study,
you will be asked to sign this informed consent form.
You are not giving up any of your legal rights by volunteering for this research study or
by signing this consent form.
After all of your questions have been answered, if you still wish to take part in the study,
you will be asked to sign this informed consent form.
The Principal Investigator, Monica Kerrigan, Ed.D or another member of the study team
will also be asked to sign this informed consent.
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1. What is the purpose of the study?
The purpose of this study is to understand how involvement in co-curricular activities
helps Black women at community colleges to persist. This study is being conducted
for a dissertation.
2. Why have you been asked to take part in this study?
You are being invited to participate in this research study because you identify as a
Black and/or African American woman, are currently enrolled in a community
college, and involved in student clubs, organizations, or other co-curricular activities.
3. What will you be asked to do if you take part in this research study?
This study will be conducted virtually via telephone or video. You will be asked to
participate in two video or telephone interviews. Each interview should last for
approximately one hour.
4. Who may take part in this research study? And who may not?
This study is limited to women who identify as Black and/or African American and
are currently enrolled in a community college.
5. How long will the study take and where will the research study be conducted?
This study will include two interviews that will last approximately one hour each.
6. How many virtual sessions may take to complete the study?
This study will include two video or telephone interviews.
7. What are the risks and/or discomforts you might experience if you take part in
this study?
There is little risk in participating in this study.
8. Are there any benefits for you if you choose to take part in this research study?
Participating in this study may not benefit you directly, but it will help us learn more
about the role student involvement play in persistence and college completion for
Black and/or African American women at community colleges. You may skip any
questions you don’t want to answer and withdraw from the study at any time without
consequences.
9. What are the alternatives if you do not wish to participate in the study?
Your alternative is not to participate in the study.
10. How many subjects will be enrolled in the study?
The number of participants in the study is 3 to 5.
11. How will you know if new information is learned that may affect whether you
are willing to stay in this research study?
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During the course of the study, you will be updated about any new information that
may affect whether you are willing to continue taking part in the study. If new
information is learned that may affect you, you will be contacted.
12. Will there be any cost to you to take part in this study?
There are not costs associated with participating in this study.
13. Will you be paid to take part in this study?
You will not be paid for your participation in this research study.
14. How will information about you be kept private or confidential?
All efforts will be made to keep your personal information in your research record
confidential, but total confidentiality cannot be guaranteed. Your personal
information may be given out, if required by law. Presentations and publications to
the public and at scientific conferences and meetings will not use your name and
other personal information. Recordings, notes, and documents collected during this
study will be stored in a locked cabinet. All participants and the institution will be
assigned pseudonyms to protect their identities. Only the research team will have
access any data collected during this research study.
15. What will happen if you do not wish to take part in the study or if you later
decide not to stay in the study?
Participation in this study is voluntary. You may choose not to participate, or you
may change your mind at any time.
If you do not want to enter the study or decide to stop participating, your relationship
with the study staff will not change, and you may do so without penalty and without
loss of benefits to which you are otherwise entitled.
You may also withdraw your consent for the use of data already collected about you.
You can withdraw from the study via email or by verbal statement.
16. Who can you call if you have any questions?
If you have any questions about taking part in this study or if you feel you may have
suffered a research related injury, you can call the Principal Investigator:
Monica Reid Kerrigan, Ed.D
College of Education
Rowan University
201 Mullica Hill Road
Glassboro, NJ 08028
856-256-4500 x53658
If you have any questions about your rights as a research subject, you can call:
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Office of Research Compliance
(856) 256-4078– Glassboro/CMSRU
17. What are your rights if you decide to take part in this research study?
You have the right to ask questions about any part of the study at any time. You
should not sign this form unless you have had a chance to ask questions and have
been given answers to all of your questions.

AGREEMENT TO PARTICIPATE
I have read the entire information about the research study, research risks, benefits, and
the alternatives, or it has been read to me, and I believe that I understand what has been
discussed.
All of my questions about this form or this study have been answered and I agree to
volunteer to participate in the study.
Subject Name:
Subject Signature:

Date:

Signature of Investigator/Individual Obtaining Consent:
To the best of my ability, I have explained and discussed the full contents of the study
including all of the information contained in this consent form. All questions of the
research subject and those of his/her parent or legal guardian have been accurately
answered.
Investigator/Person Obtaining Consent:
Signature: ___________________________________
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Date____________________

Appendix B
Audio/Videotape Addendum to Consent Form
PERMISSION TO AUDIO/VIDEOTAPE
AUDIO/VIDEOTAPE ADDENDUM TO CONSENT FORM

You have already agreed to participate in a research study conducted by Dr. Monica Reid
Kerrigan. We are asking for your permission to allow us to audiotape (sound) or
videotape (picture and sound) as part of that research study.
The recording(s) will be used for analysis by the research team as part of a dissertation
study. Quotes may be used to illustrate specific findings as part of the written
dissertation.
Videotaped recordings may include full facial pictures of participants. Participants also
have the option to control their cameras and may turn their camera off for the entire
recording or at any point during the recording. Participants name will not be recorded
during either audio or videotaped recordings.
The recording(s) will be stored in a locked file cabinet and on a Rowan University
secured server. Each participant will be assigned a pseudonym, subsequently, there will
be no link to subjects’ identity. The recordings will be retained for the duration of the
study and will be destroyed upon completion of the study procedures.
Your signature on this form grants the investigator named above permission to record
you as described above during participation in the above-referenced study. The
investigator will not use the recording(s) for any other reason than that/those stated in the
consent form without your written permission.
Subject Name:
Subject Signature:

Date:
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Appendix C
Interview Protocol 1
Introduction:
Hello. My name is Karen Vaughan, and I am a doctoral candidate in the Educational
Leadership Program at Rowan University. Thank you for taking the time to participate in
my research study. I am conducting this study under the guidance of my dissertation
Chair, Dr. Monica Kerrigan. The purpose of my study is to learn more about the cocurricular experiences of Black women at community colleges through their stories and
how involvement may help them to persist. Your participation in this study is voluntary.
I am not being paid or compensated by Rowan University or any outside agency to
conduct this study. The study will consist of two semi-structured interviews. This is the
first of the two interviews. During this interview, I will ask you questions about your cocurricular experiences at your community college. There are no right or wrong answers
to any of the questions. I want you to feel comfortable sharing your story and experiences
with me. Finally, I will share a copy of my research findings with you before they are
published.
Recording Instructions:
If it is okay with you, I will be recording our conversation on my laptop since it will be
difficult for me to take detailed notes while having an engaging conversation with you. I
will assure you that everything you share with me today will remain confidential. That
means I will not discuss our conversation with anyone without your consent. Only I and
my Dissertation Chair will have access to your answers. You will be assigned a
pseudonym to protect your identity. The interview should take approximately one hour,
and you have the freedom to guide our discussion. However, I may ask follow-up and
probing questions to help me answer my research questions.
Time of Interview:
Date:
Interviewee:
Interview Questions:
1. How did you come to enroll at a community college?
a. How long have you been enrolled in college?
b. Overall, what has been your experience as a community college student?
2. Tell me about your co-curricular involvement experiences on campus?
a. What clubs and organizations are you involved with on campus?
b. How long have you been involved with them?
3. What were some of the factors that influenced your decision to get involved in
clubs and organizations on campus?
a. What has helped you stay involved?
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4. Tell me about a rewarding co-curricular experience you have had as part of a club
or organization on campus?
5. Tell me about a challenging experience you have had as part of a club or
organization on campus and how did you overcome that challenge?
6. What does your institution do to encourage you to participate in co-curricular
activities on campus?
7. What does your institution do to support Black women who are involved in cocurricular activities on campus?
Closing:
Thank you again for taking the time out of your busy schedule to speak with me today.
Can I contact you if I need you to clarify any information you shared today or to ask
additional questions?
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Appendix D
Interview Protocol 2
Introduction:
Hello. My name is Karen Vaughan, and I am a doctoral candidate in the Educational
Leadership Program at Rowan University. Thank you for taking the time to participate in
my research study. I am conducting this study under the guidance of my dissertation
Chair, Dr. Monica Kerrigan. The purpose of my study is to learn more about the cocurricular experiences of Black women at community colleges through their stories and
how involvement may help them to persist. Your participation in this study is voluntary.
I am not being paid or compensated by Rowan University or any outside agency to
conduct this study. The study will consist of two semi-structured interviews. This is the
second of the two interviews. During this interview, I will ask you questions about your
co-curricular experiences at your community college. There are no right or wrong
answers to any of the questions. I want you to feel comfortable sharing your story and
experiences with me. Finally, I will share a copy of my research findings with you before
they are published.
Recording Instructions:
If it is okay with you, I will be recording our conversation on my laptop since it will be
difficult for me to take detailed notes while having an engaging conversation with you. I
will assure you that everything you share with me today will remain confidential. That
means I will not discuss our conversation with anyone without your consent. Only I and
my Dissertation Chair will have access to your answers. You will be assigned a
pseudonym to protect your identity. The interview should take approximately one hour,
and you have the freedom to guide our discussion. However, I may ask follow-up and
probing questions to help me answer my research questions.
Time of Interview:
Date:
Interviewee:
Interview Questions:
1. What influenced you to pursue a college degree?
2. How do you manage your co-curricular activities, academic and other
responsibilities?
3. Tell me about the ways your co-curricular involvement experiences provide
support for you on campus?
a. In what ways have your co-curricular experiences supported your
academics?
b. In what ways have your co-curricular experiences provided social support
for you?
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4. What have your interactions been with faculty, staff, or administrators who advise
your student club? What impact if any have, they had on your college experience?
5. Overall, how have your co-curricular experiences helped you to remain enrolled
in college?
6. What challenges have you experienced as a Black woman at a community
college?
a. What have you done to overcome those challenges?
b. In what ways have your co-curricular involvement experiences helped you
to overcome those challenges
7. What co-curricular activities and experiences do you think community colleges
should provide to help Black women persist?
Closing:
Thank you again for taking the time out of your busy schedule to speak with me today.
Can I contact you if I need you to clarify any information you shared today or to ask
additional questions?
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Appendix E
IRB Approval Letter 1

DHHS Federal Wide Assurance Identifier: FWA00007111 IRB Chair Person: Dr. Ane Johnson
IRB Director:
Effective Date: December 21, 2020

Notice of Approval - Initial
Study ID: PRO-2020-50
Title: The Counterstories of Black Women at Community Colleges: Understanding How CoCurricular Involvement Helps them to Persist
Principal Investigator: Monica Kerrigan
Study Coordinator: Karen Vaughan
Co-Investigator(s): Karen Vaughan
Submission Type: Initial Submission Status: Approved
Approval Date: December 21, 2020
Expiration Date: December 20, 2021
Approval Cycle: 12 months
Continuation Review Required: Yes - Progress Report
Review Type: Expedited
Expedited Category: 6. Collection of data from voice, video, digital, or image recordings made
for research purposes.
7. Research on individual or group characteristics or behavior (including, but not limited to,
research on perception, cognition, motivation, identity, language, communication, cultural beliefs
or practices, and social behavior) or research employing survey, interview, oral history, focus
group, program evaluation, human factors evaluation, or quality assurance methodologies.
Subjects: 5
Pregnancy Code: N/A Pediatric/Minor Code: N/A Prisoner Code: N/A
Protocol: IRB Vaughan protocol-12-16-20.docx
Consent: Vaughan_Appendix C_Consent Form_12_16_20.pdf,
Vaughan_audio_videotape_addendum_to_ consent_form_Appendix_E_12-16-2020.pdf
Recruitment Materials: Vaughan_RecruitmentFlyer_Appendix D.pdf
Study Instruments: Vaughan_InterviewProtocol_2_Appendix B_12-16-2020.pdf
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https://mail.google.com/mail/u/2/?ik=20ec9472e4&view=pt&search=all&permthid=threadf%3A1686702583672043301&simpl=msg-f%3A1686702583672043301 1/2
2/22/22, 10:21 PM Rowan University Mail - [EXTERNAL] PRO-2020-50 - Initial: Approval Letter - Expedited (Initial)

Study Performance Sites:
Rowan University, 201 Mullica Hill Road, Glassboro, NJ 08028
Raritan Valley Community College, 118 Lamington Road, Branchburg, NJ 08876
ALL APPROVED INVESTIGATOR(S) MUST COMPLY WITH THE FOLLOWING:
1. Conduct the research in accordance with the protocol, applicable laws and regulations,
and the principles of research ethics as set forth in the Belmont Report.
2a. Continuing Review: Approval is valid until the protocol expiration date shown above.
To avoid lapses in approval, submit a continuation application at least eight weeks before
the study expiration date.
2b. Progress Report: Approval is valid until the protocol expiration date shown above. To
avoid lapses, an annual progress report is required at least 21 days prior to the expiration
date.
3. Expiration of IRB Approval: If IRB approval expires, effective the date of expiration and
until the continuing review approval is issued: All research activities must stop unless the
IRB finds that it is in the best interest of individual subjects to continue. (This
determination shall be based on a separate written request from the PI to the IRB.) No new
subjects may be enrolled and no samples/charts/surveys may be collected, reviewed,
and/or analyzed.
4. Amendments/Modifications/Revisions: If you wish to change any aspect of this study
after the approval date mentioned in this letter, including but not limited to, study
procedures, consent form(s), investigators, advertisements, the protocol document,
investigator drug brochure, or accrual goals, you are required to obtain IRB review and
approval prior to implementation of these changes unless necessary to eliminate apparent
immediate hazards to subjects. This policy is also applicable to progress reports.
5. Unanticipated Problems: Unanticipated problems involving risk to subjects or others
must be reported to the IRB Office
(45 CFR 46, 21 CFR 312, 812) as required, in the appropriate time as specified in the
attachment online at:
https://research.rowan.edu/officeofresearch/compliance/irb/index.html
6. Protocol Deviations and Violations: Deviations from/violations of the approved study
protocol must be reported to the IRB Office (45 CFR 46, 21 CFR 312, 812) as required, in
the appropriate time as specified in the attachment online at:
https://research.rowan.edu/officeofresearch/compliance/irb/index.html
7. Consent/Assent: The IRB has reviewed and approved the consent and/or assent
process, waiver and/or alteration described in this protocol as required by 45 CFR 46 and
21 CFR 50, 56, (if FDA regulated research). Only the versions of the documents included in
the approved process may be used to document informed consent and/or assent of study
subjects; each subject must receive a copy of the approved form(s); and a copy of each
signed form must be filed in a secure place in the subject's medical/patient/research
record.
8. Completion of Study: Notify the IRB when your study has been completed or stopped
for any reason. Neither study closure by the sponsor nor the investigator removes the
obligation for submission of timely continuing review application, progress report or final
report.
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9. The Investigator(s) did not participate in the review, discussion, or vote of this protocol.
10. Letter Comments: There are no additional comments.
CONFIDENTIALITY NOTICE: This email communication may contain private, confidential,
or legally privileged information intended for the sole use of the designated and/or duly
authorized recipients(s). If you are not the intended recipient or have received this email in
error, please notify the sender immediately by email and permanently delete all copies of
this email including all attachments without reading them. If you are the intended
recipient, secure the contents in a manner that conforms to all applicable state and/or
federal requirements related to privacy and confidentiality of such information.
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Appendix F
IRB Approval Letter 2

November 3, 2020
Dr. Monica Reid Kerrigan
Ms. Karen Vaughan
College of Education
Rowan University
201 Mullica Hill Road
Glassboro, NJ 08028
RE: IRB Protocol #FA-2020-300-001 Approval
Dear Dr. Kerrigan and Ms. Vaughan,
This letter acknowledges that your research study titled “The Counterstories of
Black Women at Community Colleges: Understanding How Co-Curricular
Involvement Helps them to Persist” (IRB Protocol # FA-2020-300-001) has
been reviewed and approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB) at Raritan
Valley Community College (RVCC). Approval for this study will expire one
year from the date of this letter on November 3, 2021. Continuing review is
required to maintain approval status as long as you are in the process of data
collection or data analyses. If you do not receive approval by the expiration
date stated above, you must cease all study activities by this date.
With this approval, you are granted permission to begin data collection to
complete your research. This includes recruiting participants who are at least 18
years of age and currently enrolled as students at RVCC and distributing the
survey instrument to said participants.
All research must be conducted in accordance with the approved submission;
you are required to follow the research plan that you have outlined, use
approved materials, and follow RVCC’s IRB guidelines. Please note that the
following considerations need to be maintained during the study activities:
- There are no foreseeable risks associated with participating in this study;
- Participation is completely voluntary and study participants are able to
withdraw their participation at any time without penalty;
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- Responses will be kept confidential, and any part of the research that is
presented will not include any participants’ identifying information;
- Data will be stored in a secure, password-protected computer file. Any study
related documents will be kept in a locked file cabinet. All data files and
study related documents will be destroyed once the study has been published
and/or presented.
- Any changes made to the study require approval by the RVCC IRB before
these can be implemented as part of the study;
- Any unanticipated problems and/or participant complaints during data
collection must be notified to the RVCC IRB within 48 hours after the event.
Please feel free to contact me if you have any questions regarding this
approval letter.
Best regards,

Leigh Boyd, Ph.D.
Institutional Review Board (IRB) Chair
Raritan Valley Community College
IRB@raritanval.edu
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